
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    “The Space Mowgli is extremely intelligent (she had enough time, resources and motivation for her development), and completely free of all the Earthly weaknesses and prejudices, such as respecting the elders or pronouncing a mission unaccomplishable. The girl is found, brought back to the human world, and that’s when it all begins! Over and over again, the author offers intellectual approaches to dealing with challenges, without any laziness or boredom, for he seems to enjoy the process and share the thrill with the readers. It’s ingenious. It’s so rare.” From the Review in the Troizkii Variant Newspaper 
 
    “When I finished reading the book, I spent a long time digesting it. The book grabs the reader and throws him into a raging whirlpool of events that surround the heroine, holding him tight till the very end.” 
 
    “Rather than just relate the adventures of a girl called Nikki, AstroNikki offers us an easy and accessible pathway to the beauty of physics and astrophysics. While reading this book, I kept regretting that I was such a poor student at school. I would have never imagined that anyone could write such a book.” 
 
    “The strongest part of the book is its surge, energy, eagerness to move forward.” 
 
    From 201 reviews on Fantlab (8.2 out of 10; 5,756 global rating) 
 
    “A great book to inspire the teenagers who enjoy science and sci-fi.”  
 
    “Actually, all these deliberations and theories set AstroNikki aside from the bulk of the young adult fiction. Very few books introduce you to the newest theories in cosmology.” 
 
    “Hey, really! I do like to learn new things from a fiction book, but this is really too much!” 
 
    “A great book! When I see all those critical remarks (partially deserved), I want to say that it’s actually written for the smart teenagers, not for the dumb adults.” 
 
    “What I liked about the book was not the thrilling story or the fair share of science, nor the literary style. I liked the messages sent by the author. The world should be different, we should work to improve the world. It should be a fair world. It should be a world where your brain is more valuable than your fists. It should be a world of bold ideas, daring actions, bright discoveries and daily sacrifices for the sake of science.” 
 
    “I opened the book to kill 10-15 minutes through easy reading, while downloading the updates on the computer, and couldn’t go to bed before I read all the way to the end.” 
 
    From 155 reviews on Livelib (4.3 out of 5; 1,678 global rating) 
 
    “I found AstroNikki amid my dad’s books a month ago. After the first few pages, I couldn’t stop.” Yana, Otzovik 
 
    “My son, who was 13-14, read AstroNikki a few years ago. He was not just delighted, he adored it, asking for more and complaining that the author wasn’t writing fast enough. We were waiting for every new book, monitoring the internet… This year, I happened to notice that he was reading the books again. He’s 19 now, but the thrill is still there, because he understands a lot of things in an entirely different way (thanks, University)…. Today I discovered that my younger son also began to read the book. You can write a lot of reviews, in very many beautiful words: Gorkavyi’s books are thrilling, educational, wonderful etc. What matters, they’re appreciated by their true audience. They’re not page turners, they’re being re-read, treasured, loved…” Aki, Litres 
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    Nikki, the Space Mowgli, has spent her early years on an uninhabited asteroid. Back in the human world, she’s being manhunted by some powerful enemies. Not only does she survive and get into an elite Lunar College, she also becomes a Queen! The only problem is that queens have even more enemies. On a trip to Mars, Nikki and her friend Jerry learn the truth about the death of Nikki’s parents, and narrowly escape death in a polar ice cave. 
 
      
 
    English translation of the Russian edition of “Astrovityanka. Teoriia Katastrofy” (Part 1) published by AST, Moscow, 2009 (ISBN: 9785170596621) 
 
      
 
    Text copyright © 2020 by N. Gorkavyi 
 
    Translated from Russian by Alexandra Glebovskaia and Anya Pechkina  
 
      
 
    Illustrations by Dmitry Nikulushkin © 2020 by N. Gorkavyi 
 
      
 
    Cover for the e-book by Alfia Gadyeva © 2020 by N. Gorkavyi 
 
      
 
    Cover for the paper version by Dmitrii Petukhov © 2020 by N. Gorkavyi 
 
      
 
    ISBN: 9798569806515 
 
      
 
      
 
    To those who safeguard the noosphere               
 
      
 
    AstroNikki 
 
    Martian Adventures 
 
      
 
      
 
    Contents 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter 1   A Girl with the Crystal Hair 
 
    Chapter 2   Future as a Weapon 
 
    Chapter 3   Robot Race 
 
    Chapter 4   The Visit of a Unicorn 
 
    Chapter 5   Fall Fever 
 
    Chapter 6   The Southerners’ Trap 
 
    Chapter 7   Dark Cosmos 
 
    Chapter 8   Face of the Enemy 
 
    Chapter 9   Christmas Resolutions 
 
    Chapter 10  The World’s Top Secret 
 
    Chapter 11  A Trip to Mars 
 
    Chapter 12  Adventures on the Other Planet 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a real nightmare. 
 
    The peaks of the Moon mountains were getting closer. Five seconds left before the impact. 
 
    The girl had been turned with her back to the pointed rocks. A cold shiver ran down her spine, for, as any human being, she would rather look her death in the face. 
 
    Four seconds. The space boat was falling seventy feet ahead, down below. 
 
    Three seconds. The girl kept falling behind the spacecraft she had hastily left, her speed still enormous. 
 
    She twisted her body, this enabled her to see her future. 
 
    Time slowed down even more. 
 
    The future was right there, horrible as death and unavoidable as the future. 
 
    The girl flew swiftly, her eyes devouring the last seconds and the last feet. 
 
    Who has said that a visible death is less horrible? 
 
    Two seconds. 
 
    Below, the sharp teeth of stone were glaring at her; ahead, a mountain range was growing, its ragged jaw surrounding a huge crater, and her widened eyes had already spotted the gloomy mountain that would break the trajectory of her fall and sever the thread of her fate. 
 
    The peak of the grey mount doom looked like the muzzle of a beast. A snarling, motionless beast, tight as a firing spring, ready to pounce. 
 
    One second. 
 
    The spacecraft hit the cragged belly of the rock like a lightning. Its fuel mixed with the liquid oxygen and exploded. 
 
    An orange balloon puffed up soundlessly at the spot. The flames dashed upwards, to reach her body. 
 
    Her hands clenched painfully, the girl watched the shock wave rise higher and higher, devouring the rock, juggling the metal of the ex-craft in its glittering hands. 
 
    Her plastic spacesuit would not last a second in this heat: it would bubble as a chunk of melted cheese and burst; then the flame would touch her skin and the emptiness penetrate her chest. 
 
    Yet the beast, eager to outstrip the fire, pounced first, opening its grey gaping mouth, a deadly trap. 
 
    The supersonic impact on the rock would crash the protective glass helmet and destroy it. The stone teeth would grate the human body into useless reddish powder, that would hiss soundlessly and bubble in the vacuum. 
 
    The razor-sharp edge of the crater was right there. 
 
    The girl could clearly see the fangs of the beast that was sailing neck-deep in the burning lava. 
 
    Which would finish her off, rock or fire? 
 
    She was desperate to survive. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    A Girl with the Crystal Hair 
 
      
 
    The stratified fragrance of the last lungworts filled the Main Tower up to the brim. The twisted, scratched echoes were dashing here and there, resonating from the craggy archways. 
 
    The students, in Brownian agitation, were fidgeting by the walls, in a loose, shifting line. The professors stood by in a dignified manner, bowing to the parents. 
 
    The crisp festive atmosphere was tainted by sadness – summer was over. Nikki was standing at ease amid the other students of the Order of the Leopards: delicate features, blue eyes, slim body. There was nothing distinctive about her beige trousers and her shirt the color of bitter chocolate. Just her transparent hair, its long crystal tresses glittering in the sun, made her stand out from the crowd. 
 
    However, there’s something in Nikki’s face that makes you forget the quaint crystal hair. Nothing distinctive? Quite the opposite. Her face is captivating. Does she look unusually self-confident? Are her eyes unbelievably intelligent? 
 
    It’s a strange, very strange face. 
 
    When the girl turns away, you are left with a poignant feeling of a hollowness, of a loss. The painters break their brushes in anguish and go insane, trying to transfer this secret of imperceptible attraction on canvas. 
 
    Such faces bring endless sufferings to other people.  
 
    The quiver of the lancet window shook and re-arranged a bunch of silver rays; the students began to shift, to hide behind dark sunglasses. 
 
    Nikki ran a hand through her hair, discarded a sunray; sparks flew in all directions, stinging more than one young heart. 
 
    The girl looked towards the far end of the hall, and spotted the tall figure of Jerry amid the Order of the Owls. The young man stared back, squinting his blue eyes. Nikki nodded, and his face brightened in response. 
 
    The freshmen’s parents were crowded by the balustrade, holding with reverence black and white volumes. Every year a book was published, with the matriculation scores and the biographies of the lucky devils who had been admitted to the Einstein School. It was a popular and morose reading for those who had not made it to the famous College. Secrets of success always sell well with the losers. 
 
    The girl with the crystal hair is known under yet another name: Mowgli. The name speaks volumes. Amid the volumes it speaks, is the information that she should be approached with caution and respect. Nikki is unpredictable, her actions shock her enemies and perplex her friends. 
 
    Mowgli surveyed the colorful boisterous crowd, the students who were back from the break and now filled up the Main Tower of the Lunar College. So many people! The sight was still new for her. For ten years she had been looking at one person only; this person was staring back at her from the cracked mirror of the spaceship shower. 
 
    Once upon a time, when she was still a little girl, she lived with her Mom and Dad on Mars, an infinitely interesting planet of gently purple color. 
 
    And then, all of a sudden, her dad announced: “We are going back to Earth.” 
 
    “Why?” Nikki asked fretfully. “I like it well enough here on Mars.” 
 
    “You will like it even better on Earth,” said her Mom. “There’s the Sea there.” 
 
    The word ‘Sea’ sounded yummy. 
 
    Nikki cast a questioning look at her dad – his head was far-far away, by the bright chandelier.  
 
    “You will love the sea!” her dad nodded from the stratosphere. “It loves to do somersaults, to splash and to mumble. It has a salty smell, and it is full of treasures, and you will dive for them!” 
 
    That sounded even more yummy, so Nikki agreed to go. 
 
    The girl straddled her dad’s neck that was taller-than-the-giraffe’s, and both headed for a small research frigate the Stranger, the one that her parents always used while going on their research trips for MarsoInstitute. 
 
    The tiny frigate agreed to take them to Earth right away. 
 
    The cargo robots were rolling in their luggage. 
 
    “Mom, where did you get this shiny black suitcase?” 
 
    “It will be traveling with us, Nikki; its name is Robbie.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss Greenwich!” 
 
    “Wow, hello, Robbie the talking suitcase.” 
 
    Robbie turned out to be a treasure. Mom and Dad were spending a lot of time in the cockpit, busy with their boring grownup stuff, while Nikki and Robbie were singing songs, drawing pictures and playing think-ups in the master cabin. Her new friend knew heaps of interesting things, and had absolutely no problem spending days on end in the company of a little girl. 
 
    Two weeks of their flight were almost up, towards the end time began to drag. 
 
    After breakfast, Dad strapped Nikki into her chair and, using his strict voice, asked her to pleasestayquietforjustawhile. 
 
    Then he left for the cockpit. 
 
    Nikki giggled, for Dad was not particularly good at being strict. 
 
    Nikki never finished drawing the very special house with a tower and a terrace, for all of a sudden lights went out, and she was left in a heavy, stifling darkness. She decided to stay quiet and wait for Mom and Dad to come and get her, but when the spacecraft bumped into something, began to creak and to fall apart, she began screaming at the top of her voice. 
 
    Her piercing, primordial shriek brought no answer. 
 
    The darkness that was strangling her got even fiercer and slapped her with an iron hand. She was still strapped into her chair, but her head twitched to the side, her neck snapped – and all the senses, relieved, fled from the tiny, terrified brain. 
 
      
 
    Her next recollection was the following: she was laying on a metal table, stripped, a bright light right in her eyes. Above was a scary pop-eyed face that waved a tentacle with a dripping red surgical knife. She wanted to scream, but couldn’t. 
 
    The first weeks after the accident stayed in her memory as a scatter of images from a stroboscope: 
 
    …the ice-cold bloodstained  table under the scorching lamp… 
 
    …the tentacles carrying Nikki away, her limbs all hanging loose… 
 
    …she is lying in bed, with nasty plastic tubes tucked into her nose… 
 
    …night, her neck is burning, but mom is not there, while before she would come any time little Nicoletta was upset. 
 
    This pain was not sporadic, it was constant. 
 
    One episode stayed out in her memory, for the same thing happened again and again: the cruel tentacles of the med robot grabbed her shoulders and tried to make her stand on a fluffy rug on the floor. 
 
    Her legs wouldn’t hold her, they went limp. 
 
    She went through tens, hundreds of attempts, superhuman persistence – the body tried to find support in those limp white sticks, but they crumpled, creased senselessly under the pressure of the floor. In the beginning it almost looked funny. 
 
    And then her friend Robbie came to her rescue. Nikki began to move again after the cyber had plugged itself into her severed spine and began to send the signals to her hands and feet – otherwise the bastards just won’t move. Breathing became easier with Robbie’s help, too. 
 
    Endlessly, over and over again, he kept answering the same question, When will Mom and Dad come and get me?, and taught her to walk, as if she was a helpless babe, and cheered her up as if she was an adult. Her legs won’t carry her, her neck was burning, Mom was not there – the little girl hated being all on her own. Yet, her shrieks and tantrums would not help, she had to live not the way she wanted, but the way she could. 
 
    Finally, she learned to bring food to her mouth and to stumble around on her own feet. 
 
    Right away, she headed for the cockpit. 
 
    She cried and banged on the door, until her strength and tears were all gone. 
 
    Later, she would often come to the trapdoor leading to the control section and tap on it, yet the tapping was getting more and more weak and despondent. Her parents won’t come from behind the heavy sheet of metal, all torn and bent, and finally the girl realized: her Mom and Dad would stay in the cockpit forever. 
 
    Robbie explained, more than once, “There was an electronic equipment failure, the frigate failed to complete the orbital maneuver and crashed.” 
 
    The fragile, partially glassed cockpit had been crushed by a sharp rock, but the rest of the spacecraft was almost intact, it burrowed into the dusty soil of a small grayish asteroid. 
 
    It was marked as No. 4654 on pilot charts. A three-mile bit of a planet possessed two moons, they kept rushing across the starry sky, trying to amuse Nikki as well as they could – rocking as two boats or playing ball. 
 
    This space landscape surrounded Nikki throughout her childhood. While Robbie became her only companion and her only tutor. 
 
    Nikki lived through endless challenging adventures, and gradually grew into a lanky teenager, who, willy-nilly, had to be more apt and intelligent than other kids of her age. Using the ship’s scanty resources, Robbie put together her survival diet. The girl even had to get accustomed to the Martian Chianti they had discovered in the hold. 
 
    An Astro-Robinson, she called herself AstroNikki. Years of life in space made her hair transparent as glass. 
 
    “Nikki, we are running out of food supplies,” Robbie said one day. “You will need to restore the greenhouse. Otherwise you will starve to death, and my life will become unbelievably boring.” 
 
    The hothouse was a mess of broken glass and dead boxes of dry soil. 
 
    They had to patch the holes, to restore the heating and the atmosphere. 
 
    Frozen caviar from the emergency kit began to stir, and a happy crop of hatchlings emerged. Tomato sprouts were dragging each other up by their green hair – out of the tight confinement of the seeds. 
 
    One night, after Nikki, exhausted, had just fallen asleep, Robbie woke her up: 
 
    “A meteorite shower! The hothouse is threatened!” 
 
    It was Nikki’s bad luck – her asteroid had gotten right into the middle of a stream of meteors left by a smashed space rock or an evaporated comet. The shower was not too strong, as far as space showers go, but fairly dense. 
 
    When they reached the trapdoor leading to the hothouse, Robbie cried, “The atmospheric pressure is halfway down! You have to save the trout first, for we have more seeds!” 
 
    There was no time to put on the spacesuit, the hatchlings could be gone any minute. The trapdoor opened, and the girl jumped into the cold reddish haze of the hothouse. Her ears began to hurt. Nikki lit up the emergency lamp and, after some rummaging around, found the two-gallon tank with the hatchlings. The hissing of the air, sucked out through the gaping mouths of broken glass, was quite unnerving. 
 
    The girl grabbed the tank, jumped off the table and dashed back for the trapdoor. 
 
    A meteorite hit the junction of the support beams. The structure crashed, the glass sheets snapped, hitting her ears with unbearable noise. Wind tried to stop Nikki, to block the trapdoor in front of her, but she hit the heavy iron with her shoulder and, bruising her elbows and her knees, tore out of the collapsing hothouse into the passage. 
 
    The trapdoor screened her from the space vacuum, but the empty tank was lying on its side, and the hatchlings were skipping desperately in a small puddle, opening their mouths and dying. 
 
    It was a good moment for a good sob. 
 
    But AstroNikki had forgotten how to cry. 
 
    She scooped some of the water, jelly-like in the low gravity, into the tank. Then leaned over towards a tiny suffocating fish, picked it up with her lips and transferred it into the water. 
 
    She managed to give her kiss of life to quite a few, and yet most of the hatchlings had died. 
 
    About one third had survived.  
 
    Robbie remarked, unperturbed, “It makes no sense to restore the old greenhouse, it is too small for such a hearty eater. We will build a new one.” 
 
    Nikki could hardly believe her ears. 
 
    And yet, they did build it. The greenhouse came at a heavy price, but it was magnificent. Inside, there was even a small pond for the growing trout. Besides, there were tomato patches, and she could walk in between them, inhaling the strong veggie aroma. 
 
    They were short of oxygen. And her arm, cut while she was building the greenhouse, hurt mercilessly. 
 
    Nikki was lying inside the spacesuit that was too big for her, using up the last air bomb, and waiting patiently for the fast-growing ivy and the prickly green grass to start breathing out more oxygen than the girl was breathing in. 
 
    They could get some oxygen from electrolysis, yet water in space is more precious than gold on Earth. 
 
    Waiting was hard. There was darkness in her eyes. She kept falling into a heavy, un-refreshing slumber with stifling nightmares; often in her dreams she saw a fan of red dots, drizzling out of a thin hand. 
 
    Yet Nikki did not whine. 
 
    She turned out to be tough. A steel string inside prevented her face from crumpling into a sob, and helped her to live through it, to survive until the air became rich and intoxicating, until she could feast on the first grilled trout. 
 
    The Robinson’s desperate, precarious existence was slowly getting back on track. 
 
    Space Mowgli was winning over, for she could not afford to lose. And yet, when the tired night crawled in, the tight string inside the bony, skinny little frame would sometimes snap, and the girl would sob in her sleep, bitterly and disconsolately. And then her Mom would come up to her, hug her, stroke her hair and murmur, “Everything will be fine…” 
 
    And she would sing her a lullaby.  
 
    When she woke up, Nikki was angry with herself. By day, she would allow no weaknesses. 
 
    Ten years of hardships went by, before a Space Service rescue cruiser caught the weak SOS signal from the crushed research frigate and landed on asteroid 4654, raising a dusty cloud of regolith sand. 
 
    Reining in her rushing heart, the AstroNikki put her bare foot on the metal deck of the strange ship, and went away, to the remote, enchanting places inhabited by people. Millions, billions of people. It was hard to imagine. 
 
    It was more than eighteen months ago, and those months were packed with important events and major setbacks. 
 
    She could have done with fewer setbacks. 
 
    It turned out that the crash of the Stranger had not been an accident. While approaching the asteroid, the research craft was attacked by an unknown ship that hit it with an electromagnetic blast and disabled the Stranger’s electronic chains. Who would want to attack a harmless, unarmed research craft? It remained a mystery. 
 
    The rescuers took Nikki to the Lunar Hospital. Moon gravity was much higher than the one on the asteroid, and Nikki had to spend several months in a wheelchair, building up her joints and her bones after a lifetime spent in almost zero gravity. She did not complain, she was never short of patience; besides, living amid other people was still like a fairy-tale. 
 
    In Lunar Hospital Nikki saw Jerry Walker, a boy with long chestnut hair and a bony, big-nosed face. He was sitting desolately in the noisy crowd of kids, looking around with the eyes of solitude, the way dogs and parentless children look. And Nikki realized that the gloomy boy would be… he would become… it was hard to realize what she had realized, but from the very beginning Jerry did not look alien. Nikki felt like removing the dark shadow from his face. And a tiny voice, coming from the romantic books, whispered unceremoniously, “Who knows, could he be your Prince?” 
 
    Jerry taught the space Mowgli to order food from the cyber-waiter and showed her the park with its huge white and red fish in the lake and lovely deer, Tommy and Tammy, grazing on a meadow. The deer were in love with each other, and almost never fought with their hooves. 
 
    Nikki was so happy to get back into the human world! 
 
    And then she died. 
 
    It is wrong to demonize death. For human senses, there’s no difference between a painful unconsciousness and death, the only difference is whether the condition is reversible. 
 
    Nikki came back to life two days later, and then spent a month in a medical unit. 
 
    She recovered her health, but changed inwardly. 
 
    It is wrong to underestimate death. It is hard to go on living your normal life after you’ve brushed shoulders with death. It is hard to keep loving people while one of them is trying to murder you. 
 
    Yet AstroNikki managed to get over it, and accepted the challenge of her unknown powerful enemies. She decided to strike first. 
 
    The most important victories do not result from clanging swords and bleeding noses, they come from meticulous data analysis. The Mowgli and her cyber had put together an audacious plan, and made such a stir at the Space Service conference! And if anyone would ever learn about the secret conversation with the mighty Space Service Commodores, where Nikki had forced them to accept her terms and demanded… no way, this should stay secret… hush… 
 
    What about Jerry? He is the one smiling now from the opposite side of the hall of the Main Tower. Last year he had saved Nikki’s life that was hanging on a half-burned thread. Jerry is now a very important person in Nikki’s life, he is now way more than a friend. 
 
    Way more. 
 
    Today they are starting their sophomore year in College. What will it bring? Will Nikki find out who killed her parents and who is the enemy trying to take her own life? 
 
    The Old Hat Ceremony had already started in the Main Tower. 
 
    “Sitty Pak, this year’s College champion!” announced Professor Milic, Einstein School Principal, tossing the mass of his gray hair. 
 
    The Ceremony of assigning the freshmen to the Orders began. The shy round-faced boy almost missed the stool as he was putting on the battered leather hat. A mysterious-sounding voice resonated from above, “Sitty Pak, the Order of the Owl!” 
 
    The Grand Hall was shaken with applause, whistling and shouts. The champion placed the hat back on the stool and forgot what to do next. Besides, he was dazzled by a flock of video cameras buzzing right in front of his face. A finely-tuned intellect is sensitive to small things and easily disconcerted. Sitty, in anguish, even swatted a couple of the electric hornets. 
 
    Charlie Tampuram, the head of the Owls, approached the freshman and led him to the Order of the Owls, standing loosely by the southern wall of the Hall. The Old Hat believed that the Owls all had analytical minds, but that did not prevent them from giving the new wisehead a most emotional welcome. 
 
    As a rule, the matriculation champions would join the Owls, even though a year ago the Hat – or rather, Voldemar, the School’s Main Computer, whose decision was voiced by the Old Hat, had assigned Nikki to the Leopards, the order of the most agile and strong-headed boys and girls. 
 
    The rest of the ceremony, the assigning of the hundred freshmen of the Einstein College to the respective Orders, went without a hitch, and soon enough all the students were mingling together: the Owls clapped their docile friends, the Stags, on their backs, while the Leopards piqued with the arrogant Dragons, the aristocrats. Five hundred youngsters inside one room can create an unbelievable den. 
 
    Finally the students spilled out of the Hall into the sunlit square and, still babbling, bragging and teasing each other, headed for the traditional festive meal. Those who did not have enough room on the whitish cemented path, walked on the trim green lawn, while the mowing robots fled from the human feet into the shrubs. 
 
    Jerry who was walking next to Nikki asked quietly, “Do you remember… a year ago? Before the festive dinner, you changed your hairstyle and washed off that red paint. And the moment I saw you with the crystal hair, I was lost.” 
 
    Nikki laughed, threw her arm around Jerry’s neck and ruffled his long chestnut hair. Her touch was so loving, and the boy brightened up so much that the others exchanged knowing looks: these two were living in a universe of their own. The lovely Marina Blackwall, her dark hair fluffed up in a spectacular hairstyle, noticed it too, and frowned. 
 
    She was not the only one.  
 
    The students settled around the long tables of their Orders in the College Reception Hall. Before the beginning of the meal, the Principal introduced the new professors from the Department of Humanities: Professor Thimsott, a sociologist, and Professor Exmine – for some reason, the Principal refrained from specifying his field of studies. 
 
    The students piled their plates high with delicious canapés, reached out for bottles with soft drinks. The freshmen still felt awkward, but, listening to the conversations around them, were beginning to relax. 
 
    A confident voice came from the professors’ table, that of the new Professor of God-Knows-What who was conversing with his tablemates:  
 
    “In Japan, they drink sake from wooden boxes. They are convenient to stack up in pyramids. Oriental table traditions are quite amazing. As you sit on a mat in a local restaurant of the old Kyoto, the door slides to the side, and behind it is a girl, on her knees, smiling. She makes her way into the room, and serves food without ever getting up! When you have a lovely girl crawl around and feed you at the same time, it really tantalizes your palate! I tried to introduce the same ritual in my friends’ families, but it did not work…” 
 
    The last sentence not only showed that the Professor was a bachelor, but explained why. 
 
    For some reason, at the table the new Professor was surrounded by the ladies: Professors Franklin, Mysoft, Guslik, and Benito Njavah the coach. The smile of Joan Guslik, a literary scholar, was even more distracted than ever, while the glittering eyes of Professor Mysoft, cybernetics, followed the speaker closely. Joan Guslik was wearing her usual loose garment, while Helen Mysoft looked very elegant in her black-and-white dress. 
 
    “Who is this new Professor, Exmine?” Jerry asked the other Owls. 
 
    One student happened to be in the know: 
 
    “Exmine is a writer, an intellectualist, the author of two bestsellers: Muscles of the Mind and Art of Polemics. He is internationally acclaimed.” 
 
    “I tend not to like those I am forced to like,” murmured Julien the Owl, a round-faced lad with smart eyes, casting a look at the professors; then he stretched his hand in blessing over the loaded table. 
 
    “My friends, the human soul does reside in the stomach!” 
 
    And he began to move the most tantalizing looking canapés to his plate. 
 
    “It is still open to discussion whether humans have souls,” a freshman sitting right across ventured all of a sudden. “But, in any case, the stomach is the wrong place for it.” 
 
    “You are voicing very important things,” said Julien with a friendly smile. “Too bad you don’t understand them!” 
 
    Everyone giggled. 
 
    The newcomer petulantly lowered his knobby head with close-cropped hair. 
 
    “The soul is a commoners’ term for higher nervous activity. It is concentrated in the brain, and studied by psychiatry and psychology.” 
 
    “You are not a human, you are a bluebird!” said Julien in amazement. 
 
    Back in his first year Jerry had made friends with that French guy, the big-time joker and the favorite with the girls from all the Orders; now he was smiling, listening to Julien’s exchange with the freshman, casting quick glances at Nikki’s table. 
 
    The Leopards were predictably boisterous. 
 
    “After the Old Hat Ceremony,” bragged Smith Jigich, “I managed to place a rumbler into Bofic the Dragon’s pocket!” 
 
    “What’s a rumbler?” 
 
    “It is a coin-sized device that periodically emits loud tummy-rumbling sounds!” 
 
    The Leopards giggled approvingly. 
 
    A fourth-year Leopard shared one of the most remarkable events of the previous year with the freshmen. 
 
    “Professor Dermurray was giving a piece of his mind to Johnny the Owl in the passage. There were lots of other students around, but the Professor did not seem to mind. And then came the voice, loud and dragging, as any of the Professor’s lectures, “My sweet Professor!” We looked around, and by the wall saw one of his tutees, dressed in white. She held up her hands in prayer, and uttered in awe, “You are so unbelievably handsome!” The Professor went numb, while his face grew ferocious and red. And the girl went on, “Could you please talk to me for a while, for otherwise I will go and drown myself…” Dermurray roared, jumped up to the girl and tore her apart, like a sheet of paper. He is unbelievably strong! Of course, he tore up a mural holographic screen that was projecting someone’s reel. Yet it was so lifelike! The girl said, “You have broken my heart, Professor,” and disappeared. Everyone loved it, except Billy the Dragon. He was laughing so hard he had strained a ligament in his groin…” 
 
    The rest of the table joined the freshmen in a roar of laughter, even though they had heard the story at least a dozen times. 
 
    “Why do humans, when they celebrate an important event, like to eat together?” Nikki asked silently her cyber friend, picking up a salmon-and-cheese canapé from the plate. 
 
    Robbie answered, silently too: “It is a prehistoric tradition: devouring a mammoth together was always a festive occasion. A common meal is a victory parade after a successful hunt.” 
 
    Isabelle, blond and suntanned – she had grown over the summer and her beauty had flourished – addressed Nikki who was sitting in front of her, “Throughout the summer people kept badgering me about your victory in the Moon Regatta.” 
 
    “Circumnavigation of the Moon – that was cool! Well done!” cried Smith Jigich enthusiastically, and the others joined in. A girl with black curly hair – it was her first time at the rowdy Leopards’ table – was eyeing Nikki with her dark hazel eyes. 
 
    “It took some thinking,” said  the Mowgli with a shrug. “There were no other advantages I had over the professional pilots.” 
 
    “And it worked out great!” exclaimed Isabelle. “No wonder, for your brain…” 
 
    “Is the most powerful weapon in the world!” roared the Leopards, and others turned their heads to look at them. 
 
    “Come on,” Nikki said in embarrassment, “it was just a bit of good luck… I am a lousy pilot; after the finish, I fainted because of the G-stress, and Robbie had to take the boat back. When he landed, I came back to my senses, looked into the mirror, and it was quite a sight! Hollow eyes, blood all over my face… I almost fainted again. And I didn’t even know about the prize. When they gave me that prize check, I was staring at it as a robot stares at a new porthole. It was pure luck.” 
 
    “I have long noticed,” Vlad the huge undergraduate said pensively, “that little Nikki is unbelievably lucky. And Bagstone used to say it over and over again – it was luck, it was her good luck.” 
 
    At the mentioning of Bagstone who had graduated from the Einstein School the Leopards roared with laughter one more time: they all remembered how Nikki had defeated the school’s champion in a fencing match. 
 
    “And, after the fight with The Flying Leopards, Prince Ditbit had developed a new habit,” the freckled Bimbo said gravely. “That of scratching his backside.” 
 
    The students roared. 
 
    “And ever since, he’s been greeting  Ming the Dragon so politely, with such comraderie!” added Bimbo. Nikki was just smiling quietly amid the uproar. She remembered how merciless she had been on Ditbit and Ming during the air combat, and those memories were not particularly pleasant. 
 
    “And I saw once when Professor Dermurray spotted Nikki in a passage, he changed his course abruptly!” grinned Smith. 
 
    “He decided not to test out his luck,” someone added caustically. 
 
    “While Professor Gutt always bows to her in the most respectful manner!” shouted someone from the end of the table. 
 
    “Guys,” pleaded Nikki, “Don’t you have anything better to talk about?” 
 
    “All right, leave her along,” said the huge Vlad. “Don’t you see that children of the jungle are oblivious to fame?” 
 
    Nikki gave him a grateful look. 
 
    “I would rather tell you a much less funny story,” went on Vlad. “Yesterday my flight was late leaving the Heathrow spaceport, and I was caught in a jumble of re-routings and changes. On Europlatform I met Sandy the Dragon. We hardly ever talk at College, but there at the geostation greeted each other as brothers, for we both had a three-hour wait for the Luna City shuttle. We went to the bar for a cup of coffee, Sandy praised my muscles…” Vlad bent his arm to display a mighty biceps, “and began babbling about how the large corporations would soon only recruit those people who manage to pass a genetic test. The idea is to sieve out those who are not genetically clean, and soon enough our world will be divided into a paradise for those with angelic DNA and a hell for genetic sinners.” 
 
    “May he choke on Taurus’s milk!” James, the dark-faced third-year student, said indignantly. “To go through DNA testing in order to get a job? What about the UN convention on genetic equality?” 
 
    “I doubt Sandy would be able to invent such a story, he was just repeating something he had heard,” Smith said pensively. “His family’s business has something to do with pharmaceuticals and genetic engineering.” 
 
    Bilgy, a sophomore, whose dad was one of UN’s top ten politicians, began to fidget, and eventually spilled out, “Well, I will share one secret, for it won’t be a secret for much longer… UN is about to pass a law that would allow genetic modifications,” he said, and then, for some reason, looked over his shoulder. 
 
    There came an incredulous hum. 
 
    “They tried to pass a law on genetic improvement ten years ago,” said Vlad. “It was sunk by the majority of voices.” 
 
    Bilgy said in a low voice, looking nervously around: “This time it won’t be sunk…” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Vlad in genuine alarm. 
 
    The son of the UN politician nodded and said, lowering his voice even further, “Someone has made a tremendous effort,  done a lot of bribing and intimidating in order to pass the law. Most votes are already paid for, the decision has been taken even before the poll.” 
 
    Smith whistled. 
 
    “Venus’s hoof! Genetic freedom will disrupt the politics and the economy of Earth. Traditional industries will succumb, and times will be hard indeed!” 
 
    “Why? Power over a genome, it’s just great, we will be ruling over human nature like gods,” said Olam. “What does economy have to do with it?” 
 
    “You are pathetically naïve!” grunted Smith, an expert in macroeconomic planning. “Genome improvement will become a super-product in extreme demand, as the result the markets for designer clothes, deluxe cars and housing will collapse – rather than invest in luxury, people will invest the money into their own longevity and the future of their children. That will result in an economic crisis, the collapse of traditional industries and hundreds of millions of unemployed.” 
 
    “Besides, we will be facing genetic discrimination,” Vlad said morosely. “For recruiting companies will give priorities to modified individuals, healthier, more intellectual and good-looking.” 
 
    “But the Genetic Equality Convention has already been adopted; that means the majority of population of all the planets supports it,” Nikki pointed out. 
 
    “Right,” Vlad said gloomily, “but a well-organized minority might easily overpower the slumbering majority.” 
 
    “Which means that we should wake up the majority!” Nikki said resolutely. “I have no idea what my genes are like, and I can’t care less, but I don’t want my fate to be decided by a chemical analyses!” 
 
    “I doubt it would work with you anyway,” said Vlad, squinting his intelligent eyes, “you… eh… are blessed with a strong character; yet, most people will be badly hurt by genetic freedom and genetic modifications. And there will be quite an upheaval!” 
 
    “Here he comes with his dark prophesies,” Olam said with a frown. 
 
    All of a sudden, Robbie joined the conversation. 
 
    “Ten years ago, when the law on genetic freedom was first discussed by the UN, two thousand rallies took place in the big cities of eighty two countries, gathering thirteen million participants. Fifteen thousand people were arrested after the clashes with police, six hundred were injured, forty two dead. Hundreds of buildings and lots of cars were burned. The rallies stopped after the law was grounded.” 
 
    “Troll soup!” cursed James. 
 
    “Who were protesting against the law?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “The left, the green, the anti-racists, the religious groups. If the gene law is adopted, it will cause social tensions with virtually no time limits.” 
 
    “Big cities turn into hell during the rallies,” ventured one of the freshmen, with an old-fashioned haircut the color of green-tinted cherry. “Fights, police, traffic jams. I live in Paris, I’ve seen it all…” 
 
    “Fairies with dripping ears…” mused Vlad. “Do you know that in recent months the prices for downtown properties in the capital cities began to drop? The real estate in the world centers is sold, and the analysts can make neither head nor tail out of it.” 
 
    “That means someone is taking serious steps in anticipation of this law,” nodded Smith. 
 
    “Don’t overreact!” Olam went on. “Things will soon settle, and those who take it too close to heart will calm down…” 
 
    “Really? Don’t you even dream about it. I will also rebel and take to the streets!” the beautiful olive-complexioned Gita with the long mane of raven-black hair said fiercely. 
 
    “Why on Mars do you need to rebel?” Olam asked curiously. “You are a student of a super-elite college!” 
 
    “It only  means that my parents are enslaved by the bank till the end of their lives. I grew up in a poor neighborhood, and there were posh villas right there, by the ocean. Only Shiva knows how much we hated their owners. They separated themselves from the untouchables with high fences. My friends and I, we all knew that if we grow up smarter than the kids of the arrogant Brahmins, we will get a chance in life. And now what? The aristocrats will furnish their kids with first-class brains, beauty, long life, and our neighborhoods will forever turn into the ghettos for third-rate people…” 
 
    “The destruction of social lifts…” murmured Smith who was listening closely. 
 
    Gita went on, “And then, if I cannot save enough for the expensive genetic modification, my children will run the risk of getting cancer of being retarded, of doing poorly at school, of being branded “genetically deficient”? If anyone puts me to such humiliation, I will tear him apart!” 
 
    All of a sudden, red words sprang up on the surface of the Leopards’ table. They ran, bypassing the cups and the plates: 
 
      
 
    If wealthy parents suddenly have open to them the opportunity to increase the intelligence of their children as well as that of all their subsequent descendants, then we have the makings not just of a moral dilemma but of a full-scale class war. Fukuyama. 
 
      
 
    “There,” grumbled Smith, “even Voldy knows that the world of free DNA modifications will have a genetic elite… most probably, an inhuman elite; besides, it will be a society infested with such antagonism that racism, sexism and brainism will look like trifles!” 
 
    Vlad said, “Do you remember the scandal on the percentage of Neanderthal genes – after which the genetic info was officially made confidential? I agree with Smith: the old history of mankind is coming to its end. Soon the new one will begin, and no one knows where it will lead us.” 
 
    Gita frowned and said, “If the world is divided into super humans and just humans, we will live in the age of resentment and retaliation. And it will end up in a social collapse!” 
 
    Olam snorted, and everyone turned to her. She wavered under the Leopard’s stern gazes, yet did not give up. 
 
    “Why on Pluto are you staring at me? If modified humans are healthier and more intelligent, it does not mean they are going to live separately, in their own caste! Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “What do you know about castes, you clean-shaved Vulpecula?” Gita the Indian hissed fiercely, casting a brandishing look at the fair-haired Olam of Swedish descent. 
 
    Bimbo said, a dreamy smile on his freckled face: “And yet, just imagine how clever and strong humans will be once we learn to modify our genome.” 
 
    Nikki remembered the mutants from the Forbidden Caves. The results of enforced evolution can be either spectacular or disastrous. 
 
    Some Leopards, who were busy discussing their summer adventures, missed the conversation completely, and yet some of the students looked genuinely concerned. 
 
    The students of the Einstein College were smart and ambitious, they refused to subscribe to the belief that the world was ruled by overlords who knew better than the others. There were lots of idiots amid the politicians, and scoundrels by the dozen; they had to be watched over. The Einsteinians, who  came from influential clans and the families of educated elite, planned to take the helm of civilization into their own hands, and even now kept a close eye on what was happening in the world. 
 
    The Future rides the Present, spurring it mercilessly. Those who fail to appreciate it when they are young would never appreciate it at all. 
 
    Run on, little horse, keep going! Are you exhausted, blood and foam on your sides? Is the rider spurring you mercilessly with false hopes? 
 
    Keep going while you can, little horse, or others will get ahead of you! 
 
    Are you trying to throw off your cruel rider, to turn off the road and take a break? 
 
    Don’t you even hope for that. There’s no way to get away from the future. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Future as a Weapon 
 
      
 
    On the next day, at breakfast, Nikki and Jerry finally got a chance to have a long conversation with their tablemates – on the day before, they had only exchanged hurried greetings after the Old Hat Ceremony. 
 
    Traditionally, four people were seated at each table of the college caf, representing the four Orders of the College. The imperturbable Chinese math wizard Hao Shon from the Order of the Stags grew up during his vacation time on Earth and let his hair grow longer; he was now wearing a short pigtail. The Dragon of their table, a Russian princess and poet Dzintara Shihin, had spent the summer in the Moon castle of her Dynasty and had not grown – she was a tall girl as it was – but changed her style quite dramatically. 
 
    Her luxuriant black hair was now cropped short; instead of smashingly expensive fashionable dresses she was now wearing frayed skin-tight jeans and a carefully ragged T-shirt – both looked quite pricey. The Princess lost her majestic looks, and yet… what’s the best way to put it… she was now charmingly close to her interlocutor or to any individual eyeing her in awe. 
 
    “How do you like my new gamin style?” asked Dzintara. 
 
    “Super!” Jerry said enthusiastically, while Hao, reticent as always, just nodded. 
 
    Nikki shrugged. 
 
    “I liked your previous style better. Those dresses were so lovely.” 
 
    “You know as much as Robinson Crusoe!” said Dzintara dismissively. “I don’t think your opinion really counts. You have no idea  that a democratic style is instrumental in improving one’s… eh…” 
 
    “Private life,” supplied Jerry. 
 
    “Exactly,” said the Princess without a flinch, but her suntanned cheeks went a shade redder. “I, too, sometimes feel like placing my hand on someone’s neck, and I don’t want this neck to just bow.” 
 
    It was Jerry’s turn to go red, while Nikki, perplexed, raised her brows. 
 
    “Is it really that bad?” Jerry asked with meticulously faked ease. 
 
    “Oh, Jerry,” said Dzintara with a sigh. “What is really bad is that you don’t have a second neck…” 
 
    This uncharacteristically frank remark showed that Dzintara had firmly placed Jerry into the category of her friends, with no intentions to look at him otherwise. The brief exchange between Nikki and Jerry in the morning had produced quite a resonance. 
 
    Jerry blushed even deeper, while Nikki burst out laughing: 
 
    “I can well imagine this: a two-headed Jerry, with a girl dangling off each neck!” 
 
    “I believe that after that passionate tango at the Prom it would be wiser to turn Jerry into a dragon with a dozen heads; then I’ll probably stand a chance to secure a neck for myself,” chuckled Dzintara. 
 
    Jerry, deeply embarrassed, was fidgeting on his chair. While Nikki, all of a sudden, stopped laughing. 
 
    “Looks like I have a problem…” she said. “And, unfortunately, I am so hot-blooded…” 
 
    A red laser beam struck out of Nikki’s necklace, the collection of various gadgets, and perished inside her teacup. The tea bubbled, then settled, clouded with steam. Nikki took a cautious sip, and nodded approvingly. 
 
    “No, you don’t have any problems,” grumbled Jerry. “Don’t get so steamed up.” 
 
    “You guys have changed over the summer… Did anything happen?” asked Dzintara, unable to suppress her curiosity. 
 
    “Jerry and I are now more than friends! Much more!” Nikki said boldly. “He’s now my Lion, and I’m his Leopard. I love him better than chocolate.” 
 
    Jerry turned purple and muttered in embarrassment: “Nikki, it’s not exactly proper to brag about your personal affairs.” 
 
    “Why?” Nikki said with a laugh. “Aren’t you, people, funny?  You brag about clothes and cars, why can’t I brag about my Lion? Hey, go ahead and brag about me, right now!” 
 
    Jerry exhaled and smiled in embarrassment: “I cannot. This is too deep inside, I can’t bring it to the surface.” 
 
    Nikki was not particularly demanding. 
 
    “Well done! It was a great way to put it…” She smiled and, once again, ruffled Jerry’s long chestnut hair. 
 
    “I can’t stand the sight of these stupid lovebirds,” Dzintara muttered fondly. 
 
    While Hao just lowered his eyes, looking exactly like a pensive Buddha.  
 
      
 
    Jerry and Nikki would not be so relaxed, so absorbed in each other, if they knew that on the same morning two meetings took place – on the nearest planet and in the nearest city. 
 
    One meeting was focused on Jerry, the other one was held  to decide Nikki’s fate. 
 
    Three hundred thousand miles away from the College, three men were sitting at a round table in a large room with a low ceiling and no windows. The three looked very much alike: middle-aged, inconspicuous, dressed unobtrusively. Their voices, however, were different: one was squeaky, one was a baritone, the third one was harsh and coughing.  
 
    The harsh one said, “From now on I am in charge of Operation Heir, and I want us to use The Siren before The Talk.” 
 
    “Drat it, it’s the third time you go back to it,” grumbled the baritone. 
 
    “We know exactly what you want,” cut in the squeaky voice. “But until Operation Professor reaches its active stage, we won’t be able to plan our subsequent steps.” 
 
    “We won’t have long to wait,” said the coughing one. “The Professor is activated today.” 
 
    “Not that I trust this professor,” muttered the baritone, “he has almost zero charm. And he stinks…” 
 
    The other meeting was carried out in a well-lit luxuriant room, four hundred miles away from the caf where our four friends were sitting. Sun and the tops of the urban skyscrapers were peeking into the window. 
 
    There was no desk in this room. A glittering glazed panel with a couple of glasses on it was hanging mysteriously between the easy chairs. 
 
    A tall handsome man was sitting in one of the chairs, speaking authoritatively to the other one: 
 
    “Currently she is pretty harmless. Try to grease her, tame her, that would suffice. There’s too much fuss about this Mowgli.” 
 
    The second one listened without saying a word. It was crystal clear that he was utterly, mercilessly devoted to the first one. It made no difference whether his order was to tame this pet or to wring its neck. He would do anything that his omnipotent master, his provider told him to. 
 
    “It will be done, Your Majesty,” he said reverently when the encounter was over, standing up with a habitual bow. 
 
    His right cheek twitched, revealing the white fang. 
 
    No problem, just a nervous tic. 
 
      
 
    Now, in their sophomore year, each of them had his own schedule, so for the first time Nikki and Jerry got separated. It added a melancholy touch to the September day. However, the last lecture of the day, on sociology, was the one both had to attend, so the couple had a happy reunion and, naturally, took their seats together. The lecturer was the newcomer, Professor Thimsott. Before the class began, Linney the Owl told everyone that Thimsott was a highly acclaimed scholar and an international authority. 
 
    He was a squat elderly man. Abundant gray curls framed his pale freckled face with a tiny nose. Thimsott wore old-fashioned optical glasses, they were so thick that it was hard to discern the color of his eyes. 
 
    Nikki had never seen the glasses that would distort the light so. 
 
    “Why would he wear those crooked spectacles?” she wondered silently. 
 
    “What’s crooked for one, is straight for the other,” Robbie replied philosophically. “The Professor does it to optimize the focal distance of his eyes.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he do sight correction, the way everyone does?” asked Nikki, still perplexed. 
 
    “Looks like you will forever remain a Mowgli, with zero understanding of human psychology,” her friend retorted sarcastically. “As for me, I have already gone through a hundred books on psychology, after we came back from space. Now I know everything about you guys, the overgrown apes. For you, glasses are not just optical instruments, they are an effective facial corrector that helps to create the right image and proclaim conservative values. And for people who have reasons to be scared, they serve as a camouflage.”  
 
    “Glasses to proclaim one’s values?” Nikki went numb, shocked by the incomprehensibility of human race. 
 
    The lecturer’s first question was quite unexpected. 
 
    “Are there any people here who like stories about travel in time?” 
 
    Several hands went up. The lecturer said with satisfaction, “I believe you are familiar with the time machine concept. This device is mentioned in thousands of books where time travelers alter the present and the future by making minor corrections in the past. What an appealing idea -- to have a chance to correct your former mistakes! To travel back in time and to give a witty repartee to a cockish scoundrel, or not to be late again for an important date…” 
 
    Some students began to smile. 
 
    “Apart from the time machine, in order to modify history we need a method for calculation of its alternatives. Unfortunately, a time machine is fiction, even though the mathematicians keep trying to marry the quantum wormholes with the time-like closed curves in four-dimensional space. And still, in theory, it is possible to forecast history. I wish we could invent a magic method of calculating the future!” 
 
    The lecturer closed his eyes dreamily and paused. 
 
    “In fact, we do not need a time machine to change history. It is fairly easy to alter its course: all we need to do is to understand which changes we must make in the present in order to ensure the future we need.” 
 
    The students began to buzz. The lecturer smiled softly. 
 
    “It might sound far-fetched: to control your future, to solve it as an equation? Yet the concept of mathematical modeling of the future was introduced back in the twentieth century. The models of world economy and demography they were using back then were ridiculously primitive, they were calculated with the help of those ancient computers that looked more like boxes adorned with Christmas lights. Yet, the overall idea of the first futuristic models was correct: you need to take the principal components of the present, to analyze their interrelations and to forecast their development.” 
 
    “But how would we know whether the model is correct, since we are still a long way away from the future?” asked Linney. 
 
    The lecturer gave the smart student such a look of approval that his glasses had almost slid off his tiny nose. 
 
    “The way to verify the models of the future is to test their ability to describe the past – up to the present.” 
 
    “And what’s the hardest part of this forecasting?” Linney blurted out, ruffling his red hair. 
 
    Professor Thimsott answered, pushing up his glasses: 
 
    “The hardest part in modeling the future is the chaotic, unstable nature of the social processes. We are faced with the same problem while working with atmospheric currents – the meteorologists are well aware of their unpredictability.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say that the future, same as the weather, can only be forecasted for a few days ahead?” Prince Ditbit said with a sneer. 
 
    Thimsott gave a cautious smile. 
 
    “It is wrong to blame the meteorologists for a wrong forecast, for there is an insurmountable difficulty in precise calculation of weather: the absence of a pattern in the dynamics of the air masses. The stochasticity is displayed through the inevitable branching of the evolutionary trajectories; the rate of their separation is characterized by the Lyapunov exponent.” 
 
    The lecturer addressed the audience: “Do you all know the famous Russian mathematician who created the basics of the theory of stability?” 
 
    The only person who nodded back was Hao, yet the Professor went on, “The faster the paths of the future ramify, the shorter the term of reliable forecasts. Yet, patterns and invariants exist even in the turbulent atmosphere. Thus the sociologists are looking for consistent mathematical properties of human civilization that would turn futurology into a science. We should be able to forecast the future for a period two or three times longer than the typical time of a historic change.” 
 
    The sociologist looked at the Prince. “This might be a few centuries, Your Excellency…” 
 
    The Prince responded with a majestic nod. 
 
    Serge the Leopard cried out, “Is it possible to forecast which assignment I get at the next test? And whether Eliza would agree to dance with me at the Christmas Ball?” 
 
    Eliza, enraged, made her own forecast by shaking a fist. 
 
    Everybody laughed, the lecturer smiled too. 
 
    “When we try to forecast the behavior of an individual, we tend to run out of invariants. Sociological modeling can only forecast the basic cultural and economic trends, but even they are variable, and the forecast’s reliability decreases in time. However, we have the “triple law of futurology” that has been formulated by an ancient thinker who was trying to prove the predictability of the future.” 
 
    The lecturer waved his hand, and a quote sailed up on the wall screen: 
 
      
 
    The more massive a historic change, the longer it is in coming, the easier to predict and the harder to avoid. Dobin Go. 
 
      
 
    “Dobin Go is renowned for trying to perceive scientific problems emotionally, through fiction.” 
 
    Another sign from the lecturer, and a text sprang up on the screen: 
 
      
 
    HISTORY 
 
      
 
    “History is a fat and slow Caterpillar, with millions of furry legs,” stated the honorable Rukimoshvari and moved the white Itu Ifor pawn. 
 
    “History is a hot Stallion, waiting for a firm hand!” countered the daring Al Boo and jumped as a fiery horse over the squatting black row. 
 
    “Solitary voices are drowned in the hum of marching millions!” Rukimoshvari insisted, unperturbed, and with impeccable, yet emotionless gallantry, without getting up from the carpet, kissed the right knee of Sonia-Eytak who had, quite by accident, flown into the autumnal candle of the conversation of In-Depth Explorers. 
 
    “Only the one who dreams of the Queen’s crown can become a Pawn.” For Al Boo, the voice of Sonia-Eytak was like a stream in an oasis. “If you only strive to be a Pawn, you will never make it up on the Board!” 
 
    “You will become Caterpillar the History’s one billionth Bauchle!” Al Boo said cheerfully and, for some reason, got excited. 
 
    “A Stallion at the crossroads, a Caterpillar on a forking branch, they both freeze in a Paroxysm of Choice, and there comes the Moment of Instability. That’s the Time for the Passed Pawn!” Sonia-Eytak uttered passionately. “The rare Bifurcation Chance for an unexpected Solitary Hero to turn old man History and to spur him up…” 
 
    Al Boo’s young heart went up as fireworks, and he was no longer much of a speaker at the Table of the Wise. The sagacious Rukimoshvari gave a grunt, and closed the Checkered Board of Contemplations. 
 
    And Sonia’s knee, cool to the touch, was like ivory. 
 
      
 
    Dobin Go, Social Scripts, Snowflakes of Stone Cycle. 
 
    3rd millennium AD (approximately) 
 
    Comments by the translator, historian Ortoskaus the Fifth: 
 
    
    	    Chess – an ancient strategic game which entails looking for optimal graphs on a 2D matrix of the eighth order. 
 
    	    To spur – a barbarian method or plunging a metal object into the side of an animal, which makes the animal shriek and run faster. 
 
   
 
      
 
    The students were excited. The sociologist re-adjusted his glasses that were hiding his elusive eyes, and went on, “Calculations of the future are featured in Walker’s Battle for History. This famous book describes the human history mathematically, as the result of struggle between various political forces, and shows that it is very hard to make any forecasts in such a world. Yet, the author makes one very important inference…” 
 
    Thimsott pointed at the screen, where it flashed: 
 
      
 
    Only the history of a primitive society is wild and wayward. Once the civilization reaches a certain stage, it might be effectively controlled. Michael Walker. 
 
      
 
    Nikki looked at Jerry. He was sitting there, totally numb, staring at the screen. 
 
    “Doctor Walker came up with the theory of calculable sociological invariants, the basics for predictive modeling of the changeable future. Human civilization has turned from technology- to information-based, and the experts believe that futurology is an essential component of infoeconomy.” 
 
    “Why do we need to know our future?” said Ninon the Doe with a shiver. “Should we rather not look there?” 
 
    The lecturer shrugged. 
 
    “The future is both an aim and a weapon. All the players on the world’s arena can benefit enormously from knowing all the variants of the future events. How to exercise control over history on a practical level? Who will gain this power over the future? Unfortunately, so far we have not discovered the sociological equations that describe the evolution of human race, even though many individual scholars and research groups work on this problem of paramount importance. The one who is able to exercise deliberate control over the future, will run the world. History is about to replace genetics as the world’s number one science.” 
 
    Linney the Owl raised his hand and was shaking it. 
 
    “Could you please speak about the list of key technologies? I have read about it, but I could never find the list.” 
 
    “You are very well informed!” Thimsott said with genuine amazement. “Yes, certain speculations about the existence of a  list of bifurcation technologies have seeped into the press. As for the list itself, there was no chance you could find it: if it does exist, it is one of the most zealously guarded scientific secrets.” 
 
    The audience began to hum. 
 
    “I would not be surprised if it turns out to be the most valuable secret in the world,” nodded the Professor. “It is not the Coca Cola secret. Even the name of the institution that put it together has not been disclosed.” 
 
    “Do tell us what makes it so important!” Serge the Leopard blurted out. 
 
    “Apparently, the list contains the description of a few dozens most important technologies that would shape the looks of modern civilization in the nearest future. The list was not compiled via arbitrary decisions of a group of experts, the instrument was a mathematically solid model of the future. It is easy to imagine how important this list is, for we are talking not only about determining the most important technologies amid millions of published inventions and discoveries, but also about the ideas mentioned in passim in research papers, and even about the prospective, still undiscovered technologies. This list is invaluable for investors and politicians.” 
 
    “Why then only one center was able to compile it?” 
 
    “Because that’s the way things work in scholarship,” smiled Thimsott. “Someone always outruns everyone else. Apparently, the method used for compiling this list is extremely complicated and requires lengthy calculations with powerful computers… It is very hard to duplicate such a result.” 
 
    At the end of the lecture the red-headed Linney the Owl raised his hand again and asked Professor Thimsott, “I do have a copy of Walker’s Battle for History. The afterword says that the author is working on his next book, Future as a Weapon. Yet I could not find it in the library.” 
 
    A strange spark appeared deep inside the thick glass of the professor’s spectacles, as if a red lamp lit up on a control panel. 
 
    “You are right,” said Thimsott after a thoughtful pause. “We live in a bipolar world, with a power struggle raging between the Southern and the Northern Dynasties, as well as the countries that support them. Professor Walker was working on Future as a Weapon, his book on mathematical futurology, in the current situation where the number of political forces is minimal. Unfortunately, neither was Walker’s book published, nor did his notes survive: both the author and his work perished. I knew Dr. Walker well – we were friends and coauthors…” 
 
    The lecture was over, and the students wandered away, anticipating the upcoming dinner. 
 
    Jerry was still sitting there, staring at something far, far away. 
 
    “Jerry,” Nikki said softly, “Michael Walker is your father, right?” 
 
    He nodded slowly. 
 
    “Have you ever thought,” said the girl cautiously, “that his death was not an accident? The topic he was working on was extremely sensitive – social mathematics is currently the focus of attention of many powers… Just consider: after you mom’s death your dad took you to the Moon and kept by his side for three years, and then, right before the destruction of the observatory, he sent you away to stay with friends. Could it be that he sensed some danger? For a meteorite to land right on an observatory – how plausible is that? It might have been orchestrated…” 
 
    “Do you really think it is possible to hit a specific target with a large meteorite?” Jerry asked excitedly, emerging from his trance. His eyes were wide open, and he turned his gaze from outer space on Nikki. 
 
    “Robbie?” asked the girl. 
 
    “It is possible,” Robbie said curtly. 
 
    Jerry went pale. 
 
    “We have no proves!” he said harshly after the pause, trying to restrain his racing heart. 
 
    “If your father felt that something could go wrong, he might have given you something important for safekeeping before sending you away to his friend …” said Nikki. 
 
    Jerry sprang up from the table. 
 
    “He gave me a medallion with Mom’s picture…” 
 
    Jerry rushed as a whirlwind into the Tower of the Owls. Nikki was following at his heels. The curtains in the boy’s room were drawn, it was dark, with just a little lamp illuminating the working screen. 
 
    Jerry ran up to his table and snatched a golden oval on a green glittering chain out of a drawer. His hands were shaking so violently that he almost dropped the lovely trinket. Nikki asked, “Would you let me?” 
 
    He handed it over, reluctantly. 
 
    Nikki peered at the medallion, lifted it up to her necklace, ran it by the numerous detectors. Only after that did she open the oval lid. 
 
    A staggeringly beautiful woman with abundant chestnut hair was smiling and waving her hand. “Mike, do you hear me?” 
 
    Her cheerful voice shook Jerry like a blow. Nikki closed the front lid promptly and then carefully removed the secret back lid. A small transparent package with a tiny chip inside was glued to the back of the golden oval. When Jerry saw it, he exhaled spasmodically and whispered in a harsh voice, “Here,” pointing to the computer’s port. 
 
    An emaciated man with a bony face and tightly cropped grayish hair appeared on the screen. Nikki guessed right away that it was Jerry’s father. 
 
    “Jerry, son,” said the man, and his voice faltered. “It is late night now, you are long in bed, while I am sitting here looking through the papers and… I am very uneasy. Tomorrow you are going away and… I have an ill feeling that we are not going to see each other again. It is funny, even though I am a scientist, I still trust my feelings. It might be my intuition though…” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    “Just in case, I am copying my latest works to this crystal, together with this brief recording… Now, finally, I must tell you that mom’s death was not an accident… Zoroastr Corporation has offered me a contract, lucrative yet very unpleasant…” 
 
    Jerry’s father gave a deep sigh. 
 
    “I was asked, in essence, to develop a sociological weapon, and I refused to take part in their project. Alas, by the time I realized that Zoroastr was in close touch with some sort of a criminal group, it was too late…” 
 
    The man on the screen was speaking slowly, punctuating his speech with heavy pauses. 
 
    “Once the negotiations had failed, THEY decided to kill me, to make sure that I would not hand my results over to their antagonists. I am sure THEY had staged that accident with the truck… But the police was unable to prove anything.” 
 
    The man with the emaciated face paused again, mustering up his strength. Nikki looked at Jerry, and was shocked. 
 
    “I whisked you away to the Moon… to ensure your safety and to show THEM that I went out of business… It has worked, for three years, but now THEY are stirring again. That’s why I am sending you over to Tiberius, giving you Mom’s medallion with all the data. I fear that thus I am getting you involved, but it is too much for me to just throw my book into a dustbin. Nathalie died because of this book. I can’t afford to have her assassins triumphant and unpunished… I plan to publish this book… or to use it otherwise… in a few years, once you grow up and become independent.” 
 
    The man sighed. 
 
    “What are THEY up to this time? I have no idea; I can’t predict which steps THEY are going to take. I will try to get ready, as best as I can… the most important thing is to protect you, to move you to a safe place. But it is so hard to find a safe place… I will explain everything in more detail in a letter that you will find inside the back of your robot – in case something happens to be. The chip inside the medallion is an emergency copy. If you are listening to this recording, it means that… I am no longer there. In this case, I am very sorry, son, I was by no means a perfect father, I ruined both your Mom’s and my own life. It means that now you are on your own, and having very hard time…” 
 
    His voice faltered, and then his weary blue eyes focused on the screen. 
 
    “I beg you, be happy.” 
 
    It was the end of the recording, and data blocks under the general heading Future as a Weapon showed up on the screen. 
 
    Nikki looked at her friend and shouted, “Jerry! Jerry!” and then bit her lip. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “I will be back, hang on!” Nikki rushed out of the room, heading for the drugstore underneath the biology unit. 
 
    When Nikki, panting, burst back into the room, she was shocked by the change that took place within the few minutes of her absence. 
 
    Instead of her handsome cheerful Jerry, the same old stooping boy from the hospital was sitting in the darkness, with lackluster eyes and shadows on his hollow cheeks. He was rocking back and forth on the edge of his bed, mumbling monotonously a disastrous list from a hospital chart, “Gutter fractures… diaphragm rupture and bullous emphysema… shoulder blades, splintered fracture…” 
 
    Nikki shook him by the shoulders. 
 
    “Jerry, get back, I beg you!” 
 
    A long time elapsed before Jerry shifted his unseeing gaze, saturated with pain, at her, and said softly: “She was alive for two more hours, in unimaginable torment… and dad survived, but became lame and generally infirm… His soul was crippled forever… and he kept going only because of me… so, apparently, it was not an accident… someone made a decision… and just crossed out my parents… we will find THEM, and THEY will be damned…” 
 
    “Please, drink this.” Nikki offered him a glass with the medicine she had fetched from the medical block. Jerry swallowed obediently. In just a few seconds, his eyes went dim and then closed. 
 
    Nikki spent a long time sitting in the dark and trying to understand: how come there are people in this world for whom a murder is a part of daily business? Was it just a coincidence that she met Jerry, yet another single survivor from a former happy and cheerful family? Could they both have the same enemy? The type and the intricacy of both plots made them too similar – to drop a minor asteroid on a Moon observatory, bypassing the automatic telescopes and laser dispersers, you need to make quite an effort. More of an effort, in fact, than is required to ground a solitary research spacecraft that was taking her and her parents back on Earth. As for re-programming a cyber truck, it was way too similar to re-coding the sight of the repair robot that had attacked her in the hospital. 
 
    The girl kept stroking Jerry’s hair – he was sound asleep – and whispering the age-old meaningless but soothing phrase, “Everything will be fine…” 
 
    And yet, now and then her own neck was clasped by the fiery circle of phantom pain. 
 
      
 
    Jerry woke up suddenly, as if somebody gave him a push. He was lying in bed, the bright light of the lunar day streaming into the room. The memories about the medallion, his dad’s emaciated face, his melancholy voice came back to him… Jerry closed his eyes and groaned in pain. And then he heard, all of a sudden: 
 
    “Good morning, Jerry…” 
 
    He turned his head abruptly, and his brows went up in amazement: Nikki was by his side, watching him with shining eyes. 
 
    “Nikki!” Jerry gasped. “You are… here?” 
 
    “Yes, it somehow happened this way,” Nikki said in a small shaky voice. “I am sorry, I have not asked for your permission… I will leave right away…” 
 
    The Mowgli’s cunning voice was full of pretended guilt. Jerry could not chase away a smile when he thought about this mirror-like reflection of the past in the present. 
 
    “No, you are not leaving…” And, with enormous relief, he buried his face in the crystal tresses, hiding away from the oppressive memories of the previous day. Nikki put her arms around him and began to play with his chestnut curls, murmuring a quaint song: 
 
      
 
    Whose nose was it? It was Errol's! 
 
    Where was it? Singing carols! 
 
    What was that he got? A penny! 
 
    What was that he bought? A candy! 
 
      
 
    The darkness that had enveloped Jerry retreated, then vanished. 
 
    Two people are a hundred times harder to beat than one. 
 
    So the darkness decided to wait for another chance. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t mind having a candy,” said Jerry, who realized all of a sudden that he was famished. 
 
    “I will cook us breakfast, my Lion,” Nikki said cheerfully, then pointed at the walls: “Quite an impressive collection!” 
 
    Jerry blushed. The curtains were drawn back, and daylight was pouring in, shamelessly revealing his secret: the walls of Jerry’s room were covered with Nikki’s portraits. There were the two pictures from the famous issue of The Young Astronomer that had published Nikki’s paper on cosmology, and many more that the girl had never seen before. There were Thoughtful Nikki, Laughing Nikki, Flying Nikki, Nikki Sleeping on the Beach, Nikki with Folded Wings, Nikki Dozing at a Lecture, Nikki Scratching Her Head, Smiling Nikki, Weary Nikki, Nikki with a Sword, Angry Nikki, Dreamy Nikki. 
 
    It was a superb, skillfully made selection. Each of the pictures was – what’s the right way to put it? A HeartBeat. Or, possibly, a HeartHalt. 
 
    “That’s why you have never asked me to your room!” Nikki said slowly. 
 
    “Nikki,” Jerry said hoarsely, “you are free to think that this is… well… love or whatever… but actually it’s an ailment. Robbie, being a good friend, has already explained it to me. The term for it is dependence or addiction. I had had that horrible depression after I lost my parents, and then you came and rescued me… filled the void. Now you are the foundation stone of my life and my ego. If you are gone, I will fall into pieces once again, possibly forever… And this addiction is actually becoming stronger and stronger. It does not mean that you owe me anything. You just need to know whom you are dealing with, with a madman who cannot live without you.” 
 
    “And you were so reserved with me… I even began to think that you might have a girlfriend. And jealousy was driving me nuts!” 
 
    “Addiction does not rule out sacrifice; in fact, quite the opposite.” 
 
    “This is all rubbish!” said Nikki, shaking her head vigorously. “Don’t believe in everything that Robbie blabbers about, he’s not much of a psychologist. I guess that you just don’t want to put the whole thing in plain and proper words, and use this ridiculous diagnosis as a cover. Well, drop it!” 
 
    Slowly, she ran her hand down Jerry’s cheek and said, “I am proud that I have inspired such a strong feeling… It gives me wings. And remember, once and for all: you are my Lion! Never will I ever let you go. And now I will take a shower and cook breakfast for my knight.” 
 
    The Mowgli, totally unabashed by her nakedness, jumped out of bed and headed for the bathroom. 
 
    All of a sudden she stopped. 
 
    “Am I really that beautiful?” She raised her hand, pointing at the collection of pictures. 
 
    “Very. Stunningly. Unbelievably,” said Jerry, staring in awe at the naked girl who was standing triumphantly in the middle of the brightly lit room. 
 
    “You are a horrible person!” Nikki shook her finger at him. “You are a liar and a flatterer.” 
 
    Jerry just smiled. 
 
    Nikki emerged from the bathroom wearing Jerry’s bathrobe that was so big for her that she had to roll up the sleeves, and began making coffee and sandwiches. 
 
    Jerry watched her for quite a while; then he asked, “What happened to me yesterday, after I got dad’s message? I don’t remember a thing…” 
 
    “You past has caught up with you…” Nikki said softly. “That’s why I gave you a sedative and decided to stay close. Now everything’s fine. We’ll later discuss your dad’s message. And now, off to the bathroom, and then let’s have breakfast.” 
 
    They were sitting at a small coffee table, close together, their knees and elbows touching; they waited on each other, making sandwiches and handing over the steaming cups. 
 
    “Do you realize what this means?” asked Nikki mysteriously; she was still wearing Jerry’s robe. “I mean, we sleep in the same bed, and I pee in your bathroom, and then we have breakfast together?” 
 
    “No!” Jerry said, choking with laughter. 
 
    “We are a family!” Nikki said solemnly. 
 
    Jerry smiled. 
 
    “Family life sort of implies sex.” 
 
    “Filth!” snorted Nikki. “You cannot build a family on sex only.” 
 
    “Then what is a family?” asked Jerry. 
 
    AstroNikki thought it over. 
 
    “The family is a person next to you who is both your salvation and your burden. Our personal history shows that, in most cases, you’ve been my salvation and I’ve been your burden. You cannot even imagine how happy I am to have a family at last! I’ve spent my whole life dreaming about turning into a burden, and never succeeded…” 
 
    Nikki ate heartily, while Jerry was looking in silence at her carefree face, her slim fingers that clutched a sandwich, getting licked by the tongue at the same time. 
 
    As for the young man, he could not eat; he could hardly breathe. 
 
    He was suffering from an acute attack of tenderness. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Robot Race 
 
      
 
    Monday is always a gloomy slow-starter; it takes more than a good breakfast of orange juice and bacon-and-eggs to disperse the sluggish early morning atmosphere of the first working day. 
 
    Yet, this morning was not an ordinary one. 
 
    “How impertinent!” That was the joint pronouncement of the students as they walked into the caf. 
 
    Even the professors took some time before settling down at their table; they were staring at the wall screen. 
 
    It showed the insolent message: 
 
      
 
    Who’s better at robotic walkers construction and genome assembly -- sophomore year of Copernicus School challenges the sophomores of Einstein College. 
 
    We suggest a team of ten for each contest. 
 
    Time and details are  at the discretion of  the College. 
 
      
 
    “Are they out of their minds?” the Einsteinians said haughtily. “We’ll pulverize and disperse them, and that’s it.” 
 
    The professors crowded around Principal Milic. 
 
    The food was not enjoying the usual attention on that day. 
 
    “What do you think about the Copernicans’ challenge, Jerry?” asked Dzintara. “You are a robot wiz, I am sure you will be on the College team.” 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Jerry said with a shrug. “The robotology level here at the College is fairly high, but at the Lunar School Robot Championship I saw some machines that were better than ours. As for biology, you’d better ask Nikki.” 
 
    “The best solution is to ask Robbie,” Nikki said promptly. 
 
    “You will be defeated in both,” the baritone from the necklace answered curtly. “With two-sigma probability.” 
 
    “Why?” all the four friends asked in unison. 
 
    “Because I know the respective levels of both the Copernicans and the Einsteinians,” Robbie said unemotionally. “What makes you believe that a multimillion investment guarantees a high level of education? Copernicus School is not located in a castle, it is urban, much less fancy and prestigious, and thus twenty times less expensive than yours. However, extra smart kids, those who have no money for the College, go to Copernicus. And they work harder there, mind you.” 
 
    “Do you mean we are not working hard enough?” asked Dzintara with such indignation that her cyber-dog Snoopy lifted its head and gave Robbie a reproachful look. 
 
    “I don’t mean those present, I mean the average. A Copernican student spends over twenty hours a week on self-tuition, while an Einsteinian spends barely fifteen. I bet you will lose!” 
 
    The four friends exchanged worried glances. 
 
    Besides, they had no time to spare for the preparation. The annual tests were coming – in the College they were scheduled for September, rather than May and June, when the students were completely exhausted. 
 
    The sophomores had to take three different tests: in cybernetics, physics and mathematics, and biology. Forget the contest. 
 
    Yet, on the next day Professor Mysoft came up with an incredible piece of news: 
 
    “I have talked the professors of physics into letting you have one exam, in robotic engineering, instead of the two, in biology and cybernetics. Both departments will rate your theoretical proficiency on the basis of your performance in the first year, and to demonstrate  your practical skills in cybernetics, electronics and mechanics you will have to build a multi-legged robot and test it on the obstacle course.” 
 
    “I love it!” Jerry said in delight; his enthusiasm was shared by quite a few, yet several very sour faces showed that not all the students had warmed up to the idea of turning into cyber designers. 
 
    Professor Mysoft went on, “Your robots will be tested as a part of the contest with the Copernicus School. Their team will assemble their robots here, on the same terms as yourselves. We will set their results against the ten best results of our students.” 
 
    A lively discussion ensured. 
 
    “I am not sure that our team and the Copernicans’ have equal terms!” said Hao, the advocate of fair play. “There will be only ten of them, while we’ll be selecting the ten best ones out of a hundred right there at the contest.” 
 
    “Whom do you favor, us or them?” Borm the Owl said indignantly. 
 
    “I favor us, and justice,” said Hao. 
 
      
 
    The robotic walkers contest began at nine o’clock in the tall resonant hall of the Cybernetics Block, which was packed with assembly tables, shelves loaded with cyberblocks and workstations for making ad hoc details. A test course for the robots ran along a wall. 
 
    There were three official examiners, Professor Mysoft for the Department of Cybernetics, Professor Dermurray for the Science Department and the reticent Professor Zortimd from the Copernicus School. 
 
    Ten visitors, dressed in purple T-shirts with the ringed Saturn – the logo of the Copernicus School – were standing aside, looking around curiously. 
 
    Dermurray was as morbid and quarrelsome as ever. As the Head of the Examination Committee, he stepped forward and greeted everyone with a sour look. 
 
    “A suggestion was voiced to refrain from introducing any special rules for assessing your walking… ehm… stumbling monstrosities, but I have rejected those… ahem… irresponsible propositions. I have created a set of criteria that will help to determine which one of your… ahem… beasts is the best. It is quite obvious: the more legs a robot has, the harder it is to control it… ehm… The legs tend to get intertwined with each other. That’s why we will grant you five points for each limb that your robot will use successfully for locomotion. This is a simple piece of genius, same as everything that I… ahem… The Committee has supported my proposition, since no one was able to suggest anything more… ahem. As for rating the performance on the course, you will get the details from Mysoft… ahem… Professor.” 
 
    The obstacle course for the cybers was widely known in the College as Via Dolorosa. Its first leg, easy and flat as a table-top, led to the second one that imitated a hilly desert with loose sand. The third leg had firm ground with scattered shingles, the size of a pea to a walnut. At the fourth leg the stones were becoming bigger, until eventually the frustrated visors of the completely disoriented robot  were confronted by a rocky chaos of craggy boulders the size of watermelons. 
 
    So many audacious cybers had perished amid those treacherous crags! 
 
    At the end of the rocky chaos there was a foot-high drop into a shallow pool. 
 
    So far, not a single school robot had made it to the fifth leg, an aqua one, that’s why it was inhabited by colorful fish and noisy grayish frogs who delighted the students with their warbling. On the other side of the pool, lay the sixth leg: a squelching bog with treacherous ooze. After this frog paradise, came the stone steps of the last, urban section, number seven. They led to a flat concrete platform with round multicolored pebbles, that ended by a brick wall two feet tall. 
 
    “For passing the first section, you will score one hundred points,” Professor Mysoft addressed the contestants. “Each subsequent section will bring you a hundred points more than the previous one, providing that it takes you no more than two minutes to negotiate it. You will get a “C” if you score one hundred points, “B” if you score two hundred. And an “A” for three hundred points.” 
 
    The Professor gave a reassuring smile to the perplexed students. 
 
    “We set zero requirements for your robot’s intellect, you can just make a multi-legged remotely controlled walker, yet I would like to warn you: manual control of robotic joints is a fairly tricky thing. Once you finish the assembly, put a cover on top. The contest will be conducted tomorrow. Is it all clear?” 
 
    A curly Dragon boy asked: “Can I make a one-legged robot?” 
 
    The Committee conferred for a while, and then Dermurray said scornfully, “Yes, you can!” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by a leg?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “A leg is a part of the robot that propels its body, pushing off the ground in a quasi-periodic rhythm!” droned Professor Dermurray, even though robot engineering was not exactly his field. However, everyone knew that his genius was universal. 
 
    “Which means I can forego the joints in those legs?” asked the girl. 
 
    “Well, if you give your robot unbending jointless legs, we will just need to see how far your cripple will be able to stumble!” Dermurray laughed sarcastically, and then dismissed the impatient students. 
 
    They rushed for the shelves, to find, as fast as possible, all the necessary parts for their cyber walkers… ehm… robosteppers… ahem… legged beasts… eh… stompopaws… yuck… 
 
    Nikki remained by the course, and took a careful look at it. 
 
    The students assaulted the shelves, searching feverishly for the best mechanical limbs and electronic heads. Iron heels and plastic hooves were peeking out, stuffed hastily into the pockets, hands were full of various cyber intestines that tended to clatter down on the floor. The round electronic eyes, staring in indignation, rolled away further than anything else. 
 
    After a thoughtful pause by the pool with its melodious croaking, Nikki headed for the workstations, not the shelves. 
 
    Finally, she came over to her table. 
 
    “Why are you wandering around?” Jerry called out cheerfully. “Have you figured out what you are going to build?” 
 
    There was a pile of small engines, sensors, joints and processor blocks in front of Jerry. Nikki nodded and placed a long sturdy plastic box on the table; she had picked it up by the workstations. 
 
    The girl began to sketch something methodically, and even wrote a few formulas. She would interrupt her work only to twist some pieces of wire she had found in the garbage, and to look at them closely. Jerry kept watching Nikki, then opened his mouth and… at the very last moment decided against distracting her with his advice. 
 
    The whole room was abuzz. All sorts of quaint cybers were mushrooming around – from a one-legged frog that was expected to cover the whole first leg in one leap and bring the designer his non-ambitious  “C”, to intricate eight-legged robospiders with glittering faceted eyes and buzzing mini-engines in their numerous knee joints. None of the students tried to make a robot with more than eight limbs – too much of a bother to coordinate the working of all the engines. 
 
    Six-legged roboinsects were particularly popular. Jerry was making one of those. Ninon the Doe whispered to her neighbor, Elissa the Owl, “I’ll try to make a four-legged robot, to look like a stag!” 
 
    Elissa answered pompously, “That’s a capital mistake! A stag is much harder to balance than an insect. When a six-legged creature lifts and moves its three limbs, it can still balance properly on the three other ones, as long as the gravity center stays within the triangle of the three support legs. With a stag you need  to constantly watch the dynamic balance between gravity and leg impact. Besides, a stag should be more careful as to where to step. No wonder that the brain of the quadrupeds is more powerful than the insects’, while for walking efficiently on two legs you actually need a human intellect.” 
 
    “What about birds?” asked Ninon in amazement. “They have two legs, yet their brain is tiny.” 
 
    “Well, what if it is tiny?” said Elissa resentfully. “Birds are still very clever!” 
 
    Most students chose to cut short the hour-long lunch break and rushed back to their robots. Nikki was the only one to linger at the caf, frowning and, with her fork, drawing intricate patterns in the salt spilled on the table. She was mumbling mechanically something weird, “Watermelon, watermelon… aren’t you crazy, aren’t you mellow…” 
 
    No wonder, her robot was the last one to be turned over to Professor Mysoft – after the bell rang to announce that the exam was over and Jerry, who was glancing anxiously at Nikki, was about to offer her illicit help. 
 
    The hall, with a long row of covered robots, was locked for the night, while the weary students went up to their rooms to relax. Or to fuss – whatever worked best for each of them. 
 
      
 
    Late in the evening there came a knock on Nikki’s door. 
 
    “Come in!” shouted the girl. 
 
    “It’s me,” said Jerry softly, stepping inside. He was pale, and held a folded sheet of paper in his hand. 
 
    “What’s up?” Looking into his face, Nikki gathered right away that something extraordinary had happened. 
 
    “I found this in dad’s files.” Jerry handed her the paper. 
 
    Nikki took it and looked closer. It was a list of names: small print, three columns. Nothing else, no numbers, no comments.  Nikki glanced through the names – only a few were vaguely familiar, the only one that stood out was the name of Jerry’s father at the very top of the first column. 
 
    “What is it? What do all these people have in common?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “I don’t know…” Jerry was so agitated that his voice faltered. 
 
    “Robbie?” 
 
    “I don’t know either,” said the cyber. “There are eighty eight names altogether. Some are familiar,  there are several politicians and kings… here’s an actor and a journalist… quite a few eminent scholars are listed, including Jerry’s father, but I don’t know about a half of the names.” 
 
    “Yet there should be a reason why Dad kept this list amid the most important files!” cried Jerry. 
 
    Robbie paused, and then added all of a sudden: “Torag is a geologist. He used to work for MarsoInstitute.” 
 
    Nikki gasped, “MarsoInstitute! My mom and dad worked there too!” 
 
    “Why do you say “he used to”? asked Jerry. “Did he quit?” 
 
    Robbie’s answer was curt. 
 
    “He’s dead. Went missing in the asteroid belt twelve years ago.” 
 
    Nikki and Jerry looked at each other. The list now had a malignant touch to it. 
 
    “Don’t jump to any conclusions,” warned Robbie. “All the politicians and eminent people on this list are still alive.” 
 
    Jerry shook his head stubbornly, his blazing eyes still fixed on Nikki. 
 
    “There’s some sort of a hidden message in this list. And it might help us to find out who and why killed our parents.” 
 
      
 
    On the next day a huge crowd assembled by the course. 
 
    To miss such a sight, a race of a hundred brand-new robots along the Via Dolorosa? Ha, no way! 
 
    The contestants, pale and excited, lined up next to the course, the other students crowded on the opposite side of the room. The attendance was so high that a special stand had to be erected. Teachers from the Copernicus School and professors from the College, together with Principal Milic, sat in front, wishing eagerly that their team would succeed. A table was set up in the center of the room, where Professor Dermurray sat at the head of the jury. The Copernicans were watching the TV transmission of the contest in Luna City. 
 
    Professor Mysoft announced the beginning of the robot race. 
 
    The first one was a rough-and-tough turtle by Gaylord the Dragon. The cyber-panzer was a crawler rather than a walker. Its hind legs gave way in the middle of the flat leg of the course. Straining its front legs and dragging the hind ones, the crawler managed to  creep as far as the sand area, and got stuck promptly. 
 
    The turtle, scraping around with its dysfunctional legs, made everyone laugh. A drop of oil ran out of the turtle’s melancholy eye. 
 
    “Hey, boys, put it out of its misery!” a girl’s voice cried pitifully. “I can’t watch its torment!” 
 
    Even though the electronic Anapsida took more than two minutes to cover the distance, the jury took pity on the Dragon and gave him a C. 
 
    A large hexapodous beetle emerged from under the next cover; it was created by a girl from the Copernicus School. It cheered the eye with its gaudy hide, blue with yellow marigolds. 
 
    The beetle, with the bright infra-red lidar sensors, did great at the first leg.  Sand seemed to be not much of a challenge to its spiked oar-shaped legs either. But once the colorful hexapod reached the rocky path, it began to meander – to the accompaniment of thunderous whistling. The stones did not look like they could seriously hamper it, but the navigation program kept overestimating the challenge and sending endless commands to look for an alternative route. 
 
    Heaps of valuable advice were coming from the audience, but it didn’t help the racing insect – having spent all the allocated time on tarrying, it was finally removed from the course, but not before it had secured three hundred and thirty points for its designer. 
 
    The contest went on, in a most animated manner. The robots walked, crawled, hopped, got entangled in their own legs, tilted, fell headlong on the rocks, turned upside down, buried their heads in the sand and sometimes even bolted into the crowd. The audience was cheerful and excited – there’s no better sight than your neighbor’s robot in dire straits. The excitement was even shared by those luckless competitors whose robots refused to move at all, which meant that the hapless designers would have to take the test all over again. 
 
    A one-legged frog by a curly-headed Dragon, looking very much like a mousetrap-gone-mad, made a very neat jump and landed right in the middle of the Jury’s table, having infuriated Professor Dermurray; even if it failed to secure its designer a straight A, it made him immensely popular amid the students, who slapped him approvingly on the back. 
 
    Quite a few limbs were torn off in course of the contest. 
 
    Few robots managed to get as far as the fourth leg, the “bone-breaker”, where their limbs tended to get stuck amid the rocks, to the agonic buzz-buzz of the overstrained engines. 
 
    The cyber’s physique was discussed with animation. 
 
    “This one, it tends to drag its hind legs! It obviously has a solid dynamic balance circuit, but it is too slow!” 
 
    “And it’s groggy, too! It could do with a gyroscope for better balance.” 
 
    The contest went on after lunch. Only four results by the Copernicans were displayed on the screen, it was too early to compare the scores. Yet so far the best score of the day was that of James Micul, a Copernican, whose large cyber caterpillar had made it to the middle of the rock formation. 
 
    Prince Ditbit had assembled a fairly tall structure with two enormous feet – an analogue of bipedal combat knights. Accompanied by the shrieks of the Prince’s fans, the anthropoid stepped onto the course. Nikki winced when she saw this contraption, for it reminded her of the armored repair robot from the Lunar Hospital. The biped looked completely brainless, and Ditbit was there to manipulate it with the help of two sensor gloves. 
 
    The Prince was an expert on remote control, and the robot had covered the first leg effortlessly. The sand presented more of a challenge, yet the biped’s large feet got it through the desert. Yet, once it stepped on the pebbles of the next leg, the tall fellow slipped and fell on its back, to the compassionate groaning of Ditbit’s sidekicks. 
 
    “Prince! Prince!” cheered a group of aristocrats. “Go, Southerners, go!” 
 
    Would the Prince give up? No, the robot crouched, pulled up its legs and managed to get up. Ditbit’s face was wet from the effort it took him to manipulate the sensor gloves. The robot would not make the same mistakes of stepping on insecure pebbles, it walked on, dragging its feet and pushing the larger pebbles away. Finally the brainless biped stepped on the first larger rock, shifted its limb to the next one… it rocked precariously, to the gasping around it, yet managed to retain its balance. 
 
    Ditbit’s shirt-front was wet. A few spasmodic steps and stumbles – and his robot crashed with its mean face forward; the face got stuck between two rocks. Ditbit worked his gloves fiercely, yet to no avail; then two of his friends rushed to rescue the robot. One of the sidekicks made it before the other, and proudly dragged the biped back to his mighty friend. Ditbit got an A. 
 
    Hao’s spring-legged robot amused the audience. His cyber looked very much like a hedgehog, with springs sticking out of it instead of prickles, each with a cable inside. The processor evaluated which leg to use in order to move in the right direction. An engine wound up the cable, the spring contracted and then – hop! – the robot jumped some three feet ahead. 
 
    The cunning apparatus covered the flat surface without a glitch, then negotiated the desert, even though slower. The pebbles made the calculation of its trajectory more of a challenge. And still, the pseudo-hedgehog did make it to the rocky chaos, where it got hopelessly stuck between two boulders. Hao was rewarded with an A. 
 
    Principal Milic kept casting worried looks at the screen – there were six results of the Copernicans there by now, and their overall score was only a dozen points behind the score of the six best Einsteinians. 
 
    Dzintara’s robot turned out to be even more of a shock than Hao’s hedgehog. The Princess’s multi-legged robot was a cunning contraption: a little truck that drove inside a transparent ball. Dozens of glued-on rays, or prickles, were sticking from the outer  surface of the plastic bubble. To make it double clear that those were legs, Dzintara, with her typical irony, put a tiny buckled shoe on each spike. 
 
    “Doll shoes from Mikashi’s fall collection!” the Princess commented in a low voice to the giggling girls, her friends.  
 
    The ball was rolling along the course, or rather walking on its limb-prickles, propelled by the heavy truck inside. Having negotiated the flat leg effortlessly, it plunged into the desert. There was a tall dune at the end of the sandy strap – many a valiant robot had perished there. The truck was buzzing and working hard inside, as a hamster in a wheel, Dzintara’s cyber crawled up the dune, and then went headlong over the edge. The truck was dangling helplessly inside, and when the bubble came to a halt, the car was lying in a fatal position, wheels up. Dzintara’s walking bubble had secured her an A. 
 
    Dermurray had a lot of venomous things to say about the robot’s spike-limbs, but they did comply with his own definition of legs, so he had to shut up and not to irritate a  princess over such trifles. He was particularly infuriated by the doll shoes – as if such a cheap trick could turn those silly bulges into real legs! 
 
    Then came the turn of Jerry’s robot. Professor Mysoft removed the cover and revealed the robot that looked very much like Daddy Longlegs, with six long limbs instead of eight, a tiny round body and a handful of eyes. Jerry opted for combined control: the robot controlled its steps, while Jerry selected the safest path. 
 
    The cyber-insect covered the first leg gracefully, and confidently plunged into the desert, avoiding the dangerous dunes. The robot slipped on some pebbles, yet did manage to reach the rocky chaos. Jerry directed his hexapod into a valley between two crags. The robot gingerly selected the safest stones and, once the contact was secure, shifted its body weight on the front limbs and pressed forward with an impressive speed. 
 
    The students caught their breath, watching the glib moves of the robot. Just a little longer, and it would cover the notorious fourth log, the College’s sinister legend. A beep came, indicating that Jerry’s robot did not make it within the two-minute allowance, but no one paid any heed. Here comes the last move, Jerry’s insect splashes into the water and sinks on its back. It had set up the course’s record! 
 
    A bellow resonated from the walls. The students surrounded Jerry, cheering him, slapping his back, tugging at his hair and his long nose. Dermurray shouted for order and, with a sour face, announced that Jerry got an A. 
 
    A cyber-dog designed by the last of the ten Copernicans rushed out on the course, hopped at a good speed all the way to the rocks, and stumbled with a yelp against the very first boulder. A loud gong sounded, and the results of the visitors were finally summed up and displayed against the ten best results of the College students. 
 
    The room shuddered with loud groans and furious whistles of the Einsteinians. The college was losing! Jerry’s result was the day’s record, and yet the overall score of the College was lower, exactly as Robbie had predicted. 
 
    This unexpected result caused a worried whispering exchange between Principal Milic and the professors; the reporters who were sitting there in the front row began to transmit urgent reports to the central channels. 
 
    “A sensational outcome of the contest between the two schools!” 
 
    “The students of the famous College do not look all that unbeatable when challenged by the Copernicus School!” 
 
    “Einstein School reputation overblown? It is still the fanciest one, yet the Copernicans have challenged its students’ proficiency!” 
 
    The day was drawing to its end, the robot race was almost over. The Copernican team was still way ahead. 
 
    On the day before, Nikki lingered over her project longer than anyone else, so she was one of the last ones to be summoned to the course. The audience was watching in awe as she removed the cover from her piece. Her robot caused a hum of surprise. The robot’s body, plain and long, over three feet, was made of a simple plastic box with two rows of wire legs, thin, long and curved elaborately. 
 
    “How many legs does you robot have, Miss Greenwich?” came Professor Dermurray’s voice from the table of the Jury; he kept a meticulous record of the cybers’ limbs. 
 
    “Seventy four, Sir!” Nikki responded cheerfully to the distrustful buzz of the audience. 
 
    “She is up to some tricks again…” hissed the Professor and walked over to the course where a crowd of onlookers had already surrounded Nikki’s robot. It was now the Professor’s turn to stare at the weird multi-legged structure, with dozens of legs bristling in both directions. 
 
    “And how many engines have you used for your… contraption?” asked the Professor in shock. 
 
    “Three!” Nikki informed him. 
 
    “I fail to see… Do you see any sense in this nonsense?” said Dermurray, addressing Professor Mysoft. She shrugged, obviously intrigued, and began to scrutinize the robot’s thin limbs. Thirty seven pieces of wire were sticking out of each of its sides, looking like the axes of a multi-wheel car; they came in one line, and each quasi-ax had a twist at its end instead of a wheel: it bended at around forty degrees and then returned to the horizontal. Altogether, it looked like a kind of leg. With no joints! 
 
    Jerry squatted and took a good side look at Nikki’s robot. The twist of the left front leg was elevated and pointed at 12 o’clock. The next leg in the line pointed at 1 o’clock. The phase of each subsequent twisted leg was ahead of the previous one by an hour. The first dozen legs encompassed the entire face of the clock. All in all, the thirty seven legs amounted to three revolutions, thus making three waves on each side of the body. The upper side of the waves was smooth, while the bottom side, the one pressed against the floor, looked like a sharp comb. 
 
    “If these limbs revolve independently, they will get entangled, they are too close together,” the boy thought in amazement. 
 
    “Let’s give the designer a chance to demonstrate her invention,” Professor Zortimd from the Copernicus School cut in. 
 
    Nikki pushed a button on the remote control, and everyone gasped: the robot’s fish-like body dashed forward, while the waves made up by the horizontal parts of the legs were still stationary… it did not mean that the robot ran off its legs: the wave of its tiny limbs was mounting by its moving head and receding by its tail, staying stationary alongside the rest of its body. It was a fascinating sight – the long body gliding on the stationary multi-legged waves that somehow managed to keep pace with it. The  legs rotated in swift coordination, never touching each other because of the equal speed and appropriate shape. 
 
    It was now clear why the robot’s flat back carried an inscription made in red marker, Surfer. The robot indeed was surfing the waves! Surfer covered the flat leg effortlessly, plunged into the ‘desert’, negotiated all the hills with ease, bringing up little fountains of sand and knocking off the tops of the dunes with its pointed muzzle. The waves of its legs could not possibly get stuck, for they retained relative immobility against the ground! 
 
    The leopards were shouting in ecstasy: “Surfer! Go! Go!” 
 
    Julien the Owl asked Jerry under his breath, “Still, I do not understand how come the robot moves and the wave of its legs remains motionless? I know that even the swiftest rolling wheel would have one immobile point, the one where it touches on the ground. But how did Nikki manage to stretch this single point into a stationary trajectory?” 
 
    Jerry answered, his eyes still on Surfer, “Any point within a rolling wheel travels on a cycloid, a line that is stationary within the reference system of the ground. Nikki managed to make Surfer’s legs move one after the other along the same conjunctional wave.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” confessed Julien. 
 
    “Imagine that Nikki took a six-wheel car and sliced each wheel into a dozen segments. Then she stretched out the car, multiplied the axes and made each segment to rotate. These segments will be very much like legs, yet the robot will keep rolling ahead, as if it still had wheels. And then she shaped those legs so that they could rotate right next to each other without getting entangled.” 
 
    Julien shook his head in awe. 
 
    “I wonder how this Mowgli manages to achieve all these impossible things.” 
 
    “Because nobody told her that they are impossible.” 
 
    Surfer rustled from the last dune into the rocky patch and, never losing speed, pressed forward, building up the motionless waves of moving legs on both sides. Only a handful of wire legs pressed against the rocks, most of them were suspended in the air, but it did not bother the multi-legged robot one little bit. At the end of the rocky stretch Surfer bulged into a large pebble, its front part became suspended. Yet its back paws kept pushing off the ground and propelling it, and the robot managed to clear the obstacle. 
 
    Now Surfer faced a row of larger rocks. Having covered the first three legs in a matter of seconds, it now slowed down and approached the first rock. It turned out that its front paws had tiny claws which tore into the porous stone; a short climb, and the boxy body stretched above the rocks. 
 
    It turned out that the long robot had no problem traveling along the large boulders – its body bridged the gaps between the large pieces and pressed forward, invariably finding a point of support for at least a few of its numerous legs. 
 
    Ouch! In the middle of the rocky chaos, Surfer’s body slipped off a smooth incline, and one of the middle legs got stuck in a cleft. The robot jerked to a stop. 
 
    A groan of disappointment went around the room. Nikki switched something on the control panel, and the low grumble of the overstrained engine came from inside Surfer. 
 
    “It won’t be able to move the rock…” Hao said sadly, standing next to Jerry. 
 
    Then came a sharp crack, and they all saw that the trapped leg  that was made of hard, but rather fragile plastic wire, snapped at the very top; the liberated Surfer pressed on. The room was shaken by a shriek of delight. One leg out of seventy four did not make much of a difference! Before it reached the end of the leg, Surfer lost a couple more limbs from the other side of its body, but went on unabashed: it approached the steep slope and splashed into the pool, making the frogs scatter. 
 
    The infamous “bone-breaker” had been covered for a second time in one day! The fans’ outcry went up, shaking the walls. The colorful fish grouped together in the corner of the pool, discussing the possibility of a move – or swim – to a new location. 
 
    Submerged, the robot retained its confidence. The waves of its legs found as much support in the water as on the ground, and it swam ahead cheerfully. Unfortunately, Nikki did not have time to insulate its body; water was seeping inside, slowing it down. Before it reached the boggy bank, Surfer had emitted the last bubble and sank nose-down, amid the compassionate cries of the audience and the malignant laughter of the Dragons, Ditbit’s friends. They seemed to be even more delighted than the opponents from the Copernicus School. 
 
    The robot his the bottom with its nose and fell on its back. Yet Nikki didn’t rush to rescue it from the water; she switched the engines back on, in reverse direction. Then it became obvious that the robot could also move on its back. Now it was pressing against the bottom by the smooth part of the wire waves, while the sharp combs that used to be motionless ran forward promptly, overtaking the robot. Surfer headed for the shore, swerving off to the right. Nikki switched off the left engine. Using its right legs only, Surfer straightened its course. To the whistling and shouts of approval, the robot made it to the oozy shore and stopped, waiting for the water to seep out of it. After that, it proceeded cheerfully across the bog; wherever the mire was too oozy, it would drag its flat belly, the former back, right along it. 
 
    Having left the bog behind, the grimy Surfer approached the stone steps of the seventh, urban leg. Clutching the first step with its front paws, it stretched along the staircase and, supporting itself against the edges of the steps only, climbed up to the flat surface. Shrieking, the girls from the Order of the Stags scattered from the tall wall, away from the dirty robot. Surfer rolled up to the brick barrier, times taller than itself, and stopped thoughtfully. 
 
    “Will it try to climb up? Poor bugger does not stand a chance…” one of the Dragons muttered scornfully. 
 
    As if to answer this remark, Surfer gave a whine and cracked in the middle. Apparently, its long body was made of two individual segments, with a swivel in the middle. That’s what Nikki needed the third engine for! To the cries of approval, the front part of the robot began to climb up the wall, clinging to it with its claws. The second part stayed on the ground, edging forward, supporting the inclined front part and pushing it upward. Finally the robot’s paws took a firm grip of the top of the wall. It began to straighten its flexed, cracked back, then curved it, pushing its front part up the wall. 
 
    It looked like a weary swimmer who had already dragged his torso out on the shore, its legs still in the water. But it was already obvious that the robot would make it. Finally, Surfer pulled its tail up on the wall too. 
 
    The room shook with ovation. 
 
    It was a victory! Nikki’s robot had negotiated all the seven legs of the legendary and impassible cyber course in five minutes. 
 
    The College had won – thanks to Nikki the Leopard! 
 
    The Leopards, as well as the other students, rushed over to Nikki and began to rock her, sending her up high into the air. The fans were so enthusiastic that Professor Mysoft had to interfere, otherwise the girl would have bumped against the ceiling. Dermurray, same as the Dragons the aristocrats, was not particularly thrilled by her victory; looking sour, he was summing up Nikki’s points with the help of an antiquated calculator. 
 
    “2800 for the course… 370 points for 74 legs… Legs, my foot, without a single knee… There! Three legs torn off, 15 points to be deducted…” 
 
    The students giggled, listening to the Professor’s paltry calculations. 
 
    “Grand total is 3155 points… ahem… That means… eh… an A… ahem-ahem!” 
 
    Still,  the other professors were ecstatic, and so was Principal Milic. He offered his heartfelt congratulations both to the College team, and to Nikki. 
 
    The defeated Copernicus team crowded around their teachers, who could only shrug disconsolately. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand what you have achieved?” Jerry asked his friend on the next day at breakfast. There were just the two of them at the table, neither Hao nor Dzintara were there yet. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Nikki said carelessly, digging into a dessert of fresh red papaya which had recently been added to the College menu. 
 
    “You have invented a new locomotion method. Nature has legs, humans have invented wheels and caterpillar tracks, and now you have come up with yet another way… neither a wheel nor legs… I don’t even know the right name for your robot – undulator, I guess… That’s quite an achievement!” 
 
    “I guess I should be jumping for joy,” Nikki said nonchalantly. “But I just made a simplified cyber version of a house centipede, Scutigera Coleoptrata Linnaeus.” 
 
    “Now I see that you don’t understand it at all.” Jerry shook his head in disappointment. “You must have it patented right away! And get rich!” 
 
    “Well, you can give it a try,” Nikki said with a shrug. “I have no idea how this whole patenting thing works. If it turns to be lucrative, we’ll share the profit.” 
 
    “By the way, Robbie, you said that we would lose!” said Jerry, tucking into his breakfast. 
 
    “There’s a five percent error margin built into a two-sigma probability,” said Robbie, unabashed. “And it’s next to impossible to forecast Nikki’s creative breakthroughs.” 
 
    “What about List 88, Robbie?” Nikki asked all of a sudden. 
 
    “Nothing so far.” A rather skillful imitation of a human sigh came from Robbie’s loudspeaker. “I still can not figure out what these people might have in common. There’s a popular weblogger, a famous actor, a pioneering educator, two writers -- a novelist and an ecophilosopher, an essayist… I counted fifteen politicians, kings and businessmen, but by the most part there are scientists and engineers: over sixty names. There are some notorious ones, but by the most part they are young people, under thirty, very little known outside their specific field. I have no idea what they might have in common. I see only two consistent patterns: each person on this list is either very intelligent or very influential.” 
 
    “Do they know each other?” asked Jerry. “Can it be some sort of a community?” 
 
    “The ratio of personal contacts does not exceed that for a random group,” said Robbie. 
 
    “Keep thinking,” said Nikki. “Check out all the parameters… These people might be united simply by being important. They might know a secret or some such sort of thing…” 
 
    “Professor Thimsott approached me,” said Jerry, “he wanted to meet the son of his old friend…” 
 
    “An old friend, out of the blue?” said Nikki, immediately getting on the alert. “What was that he wanted?” 
 
    “To make friends, I guess…” 
 
    “And later to ask a few questions about the data your father might have passed down to you…” 
 
    “I think so too,” said Jerry, and his face twitched with pain. 
 
    Dzintara and Hao joined them, and the conversation drifted to the upcoming biology test, yet another contest with the Copernicans. 
 
    At the geno-biology contest the students were to design an organism that would be able to survive in a low-gravity world with hydrogen and methane atmosphere, plus a standard level of UV exposure. The students bent over the control panels of their computers; some of them were wearing virtual helmets and sensor gloves to better manipulate the genetic blocks of the methane monsters. 
 
    Some were only aspiring to make a bacteria that could live on an energy-producing process with methane participation; some went as far as making a sponge. Jerry, with his extensive experience in worm design, decided to make a modification of Caenorhabditis elegans with methane-hydrogen metabolism. Nikki went for a jellyfish with a hydrogen float that would be able to swim through the atmosphere; she was using her favorite software, a virtual genotype designer. 
 
    Having spent eight hours by the computer screens, Nikki and Jerry both got As, and the girl’s result was amid the ten best ones by the Einsteinians, even though she was only number seven. However, the overall result was deplorable:  the Copernicus School had beaten the Einstein School in biology! 
 
    The record of the day was set by a Copernican Dayana Smoluchowski, she managed to create an impressive hydrogen-breathing lizard, slow and awkward, with ten legs, a forking toothy tongue and bushy gills by the mushroom-shaped ears. The giggly red-headed Dayana even managed to design a food chain for her pet, and the lizard delighted the audience by thrusting out its tongue and catching flying frogs that floated on the methane breeze. 
 
    Principal Milic was so frustrated by the defeat that he assaulted his luxuriant hair and tore out enough to knit a good pair of socks. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The Visit of a Unicorn 
 
      
 
    A hummingbird messenger, buzzing like a bumblebee, brought Nikki an official message in its beak, waited impatiently for the receipt confirmation and disappeared in a flash of color. 
 
    Nikki opened the tiny envelope. 
 
    She was invited to the meeting of the Board of Trustees.  
 
    “Why on Earth do they need me?” Nikki thought in amazement. She had so far met two of the Trustees, Higgins the Banker and King Ditbit. None of these acquaintances had been particularly pleasant. 
 
    At the appointed hour, she went up to the fifth floor of the Main Tower. 
 
    Principal Milic’s assistant escorted Nikki into a large overheated room where seven people were sitting at a long table. They were talking quietly, re-arranging some papers, looking askance at the student. 
 
    Nikki took a look around. Portraits of very pompous people lined the walls, and the room was too hot from the evening sun, even though the blind on the huge arched window was partially drawn. The table was loaded with carafes, glasses and bowls of sweetmeats. The girl took a good look at the trustees, all of them elderly and unfamiliar. 
 
    The pause was becoming improperly long. No one invited Nikki to sit down, she could not see any vacant chairs either. 
 
    Suppose King Ditbit walked in, would they ignore him too? Why don’t adults treat students as equals? 
 
    Someone else in her position would begin to boil with rage. Vapor would be whistling and the lid rattling. But Nikki just shrugged. The old people’s disdain is easy to understand. For them, any teenager is not just a king’s equal, he’s even richer, for he owns a  treasure, the future. And tomorrow always holds more promise  than yesterday. 
 
    Finally a tall gray-haired lady who was sitting in the center raised her eyes from the papers and asked, without saying hello, “Are you Miss Greenwich?” 
 
    Another student would dissolve in trepidation in front of the pompous Board, he would succumb under the psychological pressure that made the air of the trustees room dry and oppressive, but Nikki had grown up completely independent, in a place where trepidation was a luxury she could not afford. She had very little respect for the grown-ups’ authority; Jerry, in admiration, called her a social dynamite. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” said Nikki. “And who are you? Will you please introduce yourself?” 
 
    The lady was obviously shocked by her question, and cast a meaningful glance at her colleagues. 
 
    “This party is the Charity Committee of the Board of Trustees. I am the Head of the Committee,” said the lady with indescribable pomp. “My name is Mrs. Rougefincle.” 
 
    The hummingbird messenger fell off its perch and pooped in a fit of rapture. 
 
    The others did not give their names. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mrs. Rougefincle,” Nikki said pleasantly. “And my greetings to you, anonymous ladies and gentlemen,” she added, addressing the other members of the Board. 
 
    They exchanged glances once again, sharing wordlessly their disapproval of this impudent lass. 
 
    Nikki was bored by looking at their turning heads, and, in order to speed up the intercommittee exchange, she said, “How may I help you?” 
 
    “We have summoned you in order to offer you help,” Mrs. Rougefincle said arrogantly. 
 
    “Fine!” Nikki said cheerfully. “In this case, could you please offer me a chair?” 
 
    Excited hissing came from the table, as if a hot kettle had been dropped into a nest of snakes. And yet the multi-limbed Principal’s centaur did bring Nikki a chair. She thanked the tin gentleman, made herself comfortable and then addressed the Board: 
 
    “Is there anything else? Speak up, please!” 
 
    The Head rolled up her eyes. 
 
    “I have read through your file. It is just horrible! You have made sensational and ill-grounded statements in front of the press! You have attracted unhealthy attention to the College! You have inflicted a grave injury on your fellow student, the son of a member of the Board of Trustees! You have insulted the Head of the Board!” 
 
    It seemed that the last piece was the hardest for Mrs. Rougefincle’s small head to process. 
 
    “Even though this list of your achievements is not complete, it still is very impressive,” boomed an enormous gentleman in saffron-colored Buddhist attire who was looking down listlessly from underneath his wrinkled bald patch and drawing something on a pad. “Within just one academic year.” 
 
    “Oh, you would like to offer help by getting me incarcerated?” guessed Nikki. 
 
    “No,” said Mrs. Rougefincle with ill-concealed regret. “We would like to offer you financial assistance.” 
 
    “Wow!” exclaimed Nikki. 
 
    “Our Board supports needy students and orphans who can not afford to pay for their tuition,” a very slim lady in a blue hat with a thick veil explained pleasantly. 
 
    “And where were you two months ago, when Jerry, also an orphan, and I were almost kicked out of the College for failing to pay?” asked Nikki. “Why would you show up now, when we have already procured enough money for the second year?” 
 
    “We don’t help everyone,” Mrs. Rougefincle said strictly. “The choice of our beneficiaries is a complicated process. And the primarily discussion always takes place within the walls of the Board or Trustees. It’s a grown-up matter, and none of kid’s business.” 
 
    A diminutive old man, Mrs. Rougefincle’s right hand – judging by his size and location – joined the conversation. He bleated out, shaking his large clean-shaven ears: 
 
    “Your bank account shows that you will be unable to pay for the next three years of College. In order to complete your education, you require five million golden dollars, something that you don’t have!” 
 
    Nikki did not deny that. 
 
    “You could become eligible to the support from the Foundation for Needy Students,” said Mrs. Rougefincle with disgust. 
 
    “If…” Nikki raised her brows, trying to accelerate the slow mental processes of the Board. 
 
    “If you comply with one condition: to become a worthy student of the College, a respectable, well-mannered girl who would not inflict any more trouble on this institution,” croaked a fat female toad in a male jacket and tie. Her front teeth were bared, her mean eyes were fixed on Nikki. It was obvious that the Mowgli from the asteroid was a far cry from the Toad’s idea of a “respectable, well-mannered girl.”  
 
    Now the picture was clear. 
 
    “Could you specify your conditions?” asked Nikki. “I would like to have more details.” 
 
    “For instance, you will be polite when you address the Trustees, and use the word “Sir” or “Madam,” hissed Mrs. Rougefincle. 
 
    “Yes, Madam,” said Nikki doubtfully. 
 
    “You will not disrupt the College’s routine and never insult or upset your professors and fellow students!” proclaimed the old man with the shaven ears. 
 
    It would be too much to address him as “Sir,” so Nikki said nothing, just straightened another finger – she was counting. 
 
    “You will refrain from making any public statements without the permission of the Board of Trustees!” said the Toad. 
 
    The girl raised her brows and straightened yet another finger. 
 
    “You will have to work hard in class!” a tall gentleman with a long face, in an old-fashioned frock-coat, declared solemnly. 
 
    Nikki gave him a look of approval and straightened the third finger. 
 
    A pause ensured. 
 
    “May I clarify one thing, Madam?” Nikki asked complacently. 
 
    The Head of the Committee nodded her small head on a long neck. The gray locks at the top of her head agreed that even the most ill-bred teenagers have the right to ask questions. 
 
    “If I am attacked by an assassin, may I publicly summon help, without notifying the Board of Trustees?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Don’t exaggerate,” winced the tall gentleman. “We are not children and we don’t play games here. We are discussing serious things.” 
 
    “May I hire a private detective to investigate the murder of my parents and the attempt to take my life?” 
 
    “No!” shrieked the Toad in the male tie. 
 
    “Why?” Nikki still looked complacent. 
 
    A long pause. 
 
    “Any unhealthy sensation might be detrimental to the College’s reputation,” finally said the Toad. 
 
    “Well, well,” Nikki muttered thoughtfully. “In the summer they had a chance to kick me out and to kill me on the side. Now they are trying to buy me. These murderers seemed to be mightily worried.” 
 
    “What are you whispering there?” Rougefincle asked fiercely. “Do you agree with these regulations? They are quite simple, easy to comply with even for such a… eh… provincial girl. The Committee has taken into account the reasons why you could not have benefited from a proper upbringing. Even though, personally I believe that there are absolutely no justifications for any kind of improper behavior.” 
 
    Mrs. Rougefincle pursed her pale lips and said, “Unless I am not mistaken, your parents abandoned you, left you in some sort of a remote space orphanage, right?” 
 
    Nikki folded her fingers. Her palm turned into a fist. 
 
    The girl lowered her eyelids, in order not to see the gray-headed lady, and said, “I don’t need this kind of financial support, for it violates my rights.” 
 
    “What? Are you trying to say you refuse to accept our gift? Five million dollars?” the tall guy in a frock-coat said in amazement. 
 
    “What? A mature man like yourself is unable to understand such a simple thing?” Nikki said in delight. “A gift loaded with conditions is either a bribe or a humiliation.” 
 
    “Your impudence will harm not just yourself, but also your friend Jerry Walker, who is also in need of financial help,” croaked the Toad. “If you don’t care about your own future, think about him.” 
 
    Nikki gave a snort. 
 
    “If they kick me out of this College, Jerry will leave too. Even if you offer him your help.” 
 
    “Will he voluntarily leave such a prestigious College?” frowned the Toad. 
 
    “Children tend to play such games,” chuckled the girl. “Grown-ups won’t understand.” 
 
    “We do understand,” growled the old man with the shaven ears, looking like a constipated dachshund. “We have evidence that two weeks ago you spent a night outside your room. Would you please tell us where you were; it brings up  the issue of your morality…” 
 
    “Looks like before you were only dealing with very docile orphans.” Nikki narrowed her eyes. “Are you trying to poke your noses into my private life? Well, try it. My lawyer will get such a hefty compensation for the moral damage that I won’t have to worry about my tuition fees!” 
 
    She stepped on the dachshund’s tale, and the dog snarled. 
 
    The girls cast a disdainful look of her blue eyes at all those present and said weightily,  “Please pass it on to whoever have offered my candidacy to your Committee. He will forward it to the necessary quarters. Concentrate and try to memorize it verbatim, for he will be asking questions.” 
 
    Nikki said slowly, “To buy me is even harder than to scare me. I have warned you, but you won’t listen. I accept the challenge,  you will be exposed and sent to damnation, you rascal.” 
 
    The committee exchanged glances once again, both embarrassed and appalled. 
 
    “How dare you send insulting messages to an adult person you don’t even know?” exclaimed the Toad. 
 
    “I know him well enough, even though not in person. It is a blood relationship.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. Are you trying to drag us into some sort of a charade?” asked Rougefincle arrogantly, tossing up her small proud head. 
 
    The girl stood up and looked down at the head of the charity committee. 
 
    “Of course, you don’t get it. It is a truly adult game, way too subtle for the trustees. But I am sure that even you are smart enough to act as a homing pigeon, Madam.” 
 
    Nikki left the room, closing the door quietly behind her. 
 
      
 
    The Main Tower elevator headed down with Nikki fretting inside; the cabin felt light, almost gravity-free. 
 
    “Have you found out what those eighty eight names mean?” she asked Robbie. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I am surprised. I hoped you would.” 
 
    “Well, I am sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t need apologies, I need results. Where did you get stuck?” 
 
    “Oh, my God, stop acting as the King of the Beasts! Currently I am checking out if these eighty eight people could belong to some sort of a virtual community. I have found two hundred and five thousand comparable communities online, and I am now analyzing them, in case our bunch will turn up somewhere. It is hard, though, for most of the virtual communities are anonymous.” 
 
    “Leave it, I don’t like this idea. Concentrate on the professional lives of those people. I guess that’s where the answer lies, there are way too many scholars on that list. Could it be the list of the smartest scholars, with the biggest potential?” 
 
    “Why would there be an actor on such a list?” 
 
    “How would I know, you old trunk?” 
 
    “I am no longer a trunk, I am a trinket.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I am sorry. It is just that I am mad at those old-timers.” 
 
    “If you are mad at them, why take it out on me?” 
 
    “You have spent so much time with humans, and you still don’t know?” 
 
      
 
    The long vacations faded away in the mist. 
 
   
  
 

 Jerry was up to his neck in his studies at the Department of Cybernetics, just his ears were sticking out, twitching nervously. His tutor was Professor Mysoft. 
 
    At the Department of Humanities, the lectures of the new professor, Exmine, were becoming unbelievably popular. 
 
    The Professor, youthful and fit, was in his forties. His briefest description would sound as “caustic intellectual.” It was rumored that he was making good money on his books and thus was financially secure; which meant that he took up teaching not for the sake of a salary, but for some sort of obscure and suspicious Kulturtrager satisfaction. 
 
    All the girls immediately became infatuated with the tall handsome Professor, while the boys tried to avoid becoming the targets of his acid remarks. Being independent, the Professor was equally caustic with the princes and the “common” students. Yet he was always gallant with the female students. It was obvious that the  Professor was a connoisseur of female beauty, even though he always maintained a discreet distance between himself and his charges. And still, in the senior students’ dorm persistent rumors were circulating that once in a while the Professor did lose his composure! Those groundless rumors reflected nothing more than the jealous sublimation of the secret girlish dreams. 
 
    Exmine’s first lecture began with a slow stroll along the rows of desks, and with the Professor’s cheerful conclusion: 
 
    “I am so fond of fresh faces, unspoiled by protracted intellectual pursuits!” 
 
    The Professor returned to the podium, and offered the students a sample of his large assortment of sarcastic smiles. 
 
    “The subject I am going to teach is called intellectual culture. It is new to you, eh? But you have heard about physical culture, right? Thence comes a very naïve question: which abilities, physical or mental, are more important for a human? Mr. Hawking, a famous 20th century scholar, was disabled for half of his life, with only his brain, his eyes and the fingers of one of his hands still functioning.” 
 
    Professor Exmine raised his hands. 
 
    “But he was still a person, and what a person! He wrote scientific bestsellers, he was the Head of the Department with Newton for one of his predecessors, he traveled extensively. Scientists and press people swarmed to his lectures. On the other hand, a tiny brain damage can turn a human being into a healthy but thoughtless body, which, de facto, is more of a vegetable than a human being.” 
 
    Exmine added acidly, “And “homo pseudo-sapiens”, with undamaged brain, but dysfunctional intellect, is a very common species. Such individual can move, it can perform various simple mundane tasks – but should we call it a sapience? A most interesting question!” 
 
    The Professor glanced around the audience; his glance was about as benevolent as a machine-gun burst, but way more piercing. Some students ducked down instinctively, to minimize the impact zone. 
 
    “Intellectual proficiency is way more important than physical health; however, the society tends to focus on physical culture, the cultivation of human body. As for intellectual culture, or the culture of the brain, it is largely neglected!” 
 
    The Professor’s voice rang emotionally through the room. 
 
    “Piles of books on toning your body muscles – and none for toning your brain! Heaps of manuals on diets for your stomach, and none for nurturing your intellect! Endless advice on how to care for your skin – and no care for your cineria!” 
 
    The Professor threw up his hands in disgust. 
 
    “Whole industries revolve around the body. Fashion, fitness, clothes, cosmetics. The whole medicine! Has anything been done for the brain? We have lots of movies about athletic exploits filmed against the background of  progressive intellectual disability!” 
 
    The audience began to buzz in disagreement, which was exactly what the disputant Professor needed. 
 
    “The brain and its functioning are not particularly conspicuous, while appearance is,” said Helen the Owl. “And industries are built around conspicuous things…” 
 
    “Nobody sees the software, yet the whole information industry is built around it,” countered the Professor. “Yet, we are more concerned about loading our processors than about loading our brain.” 
 
    “Intellectuals are a minority, that’s why they never get public attention!” cried Plugra the Dragon. 
 
    “This is correct, and yet it’s not right!” said the Professor. “For this minority catalyzes the progress of our civilization. Alas, mankind spends more money on makeup than on space research, and more on advertising than on science.” 
 
    “But textbooks and science books, they are for the BRAIN!” came another voice. 
 
    Exmine shook his head. 
 
    “It’s important to distinguish between books as the product of intellect – there are lots of those – and books about intellect, as their principal object, – there are almost none. Indeed, when you read an intellectual book, you develop your intellect as a side effect. You can muster a grammar intuitively, yet consistent studies are way more effective. We still don’t teach algorithms of mental development in school, those that would take into account heredity, temperament and the specific pattern of an individual’s upbringing.” 
 
    The Professor walked up and down the room, and then exclaimed, “Of course, there are simple ways to develop one’s brain. An effective method is compulsive reading, starting at the age of four or five. Fiction breeds its own creative partner, the reader. Movies only require a passive consumer, while computer games often treat the player as a laboratory rat that has nothing but reflexes.” 
 
    “Ouuuuuuu,” went the room in disagreement; the lecturer grinned. 
 
    “One of the most topical issues in the modern society is the need to limit a teenager’s virtual life. The physicians have discovered that computer pseudo-life liquidizes and degrades important segments of our intellect.” 
 
    Quite a few students reacted with a skeptical grimace, while some reached for the backs of their heads, to scratch their liquidized segments. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At one of Exmine’s lectures, a cyber crow fluttered into the room. It slowed down in front of the Professor and, moving its wings slowly, quacked, “Exmine is a cretin! All the professors are nuts! Down with them!” 
 
    The students giggled, hiding their faces behind the books and the laptops. What would the Professor do? It was obvious that the robot was programmed not to reveal its owner. 
 
    The Professor knew that too. He stretched out his hand and grabbed the crow by its paws. The kamikaze bird did not protest, it just quacked happily, “Exmine is a cretin!” 
 
    Will the Professor wring the poor bird’s neck? 
 
    All of a sudden, the Professor leaned forward and took off his shoe. Was he going to slap the bird like a fly? 
 
    Not really – Exmine put the shoe on the crow’s paw, and let the swearing bird go. 
 
    “Help!” it shouted, fluttering its wings, its overstrained engines buzzing. “Overload!” 
 
    The standard emergency program got activated on in its head: seek human help. Flapping its wings desperately, the crow headed straight for its owner, a fatty Dragon sitting in the last row. 
 
    He was trying to shoo the bird away in panic. “Get out! Get out!” 
 
    “Master, help me, caw, caw!” screeched the bird. 
 
    Exmine was laughing, the audience was roaring, while the crow went on, “Overload! I’m falling! Exmine is a cretin!” 
 
    The students, shuddering and clutching their stomachs, dropped under the tables. 
 
    “Give me back my shoe!” ordered the Professor, and the fatty Dragon, red as a poppy, removed the shoe from the crow’s claw and brought it back to Exmine. 
 
    “I’m giving you an E!” the Professor announced with satisfaction to the owner of the crow, putting his shoe back on. “For dysfunctional sense of humor and lack of foresight in programming your flying cyber.” 
 
    Exmine was a brilliant orator and debater; he soon made a huge number of fans, even amid the male students. Despite always being sarcastic, he knew how to please. 
 
    The Professor would say, “Fiction for adults is necessary, but useless; it’s overdue. Children and teenagers are the only audience still capable of intellectual progress. At fifteen, your brain is sharp as a razor. You still don’t know how to use it, you have limited knowledge about the world, but you need wholesome, solid food for your brain, rather than sloppy puddings! Unless young people are taken seriously, they will never grow up.” 
 
    A Dragon cried derisively, “Why would an average person need education, if his genetic fate is to be a menial worker or a waiter? The law on genetic freedom has been introduced to the UN, soon enough biotechnologies will create super-clever super-humans!” 
 
    The audience went abuzz. The Professor sighed. 
 
    “I do not agree with your outcry about super-humans. Genetic manipulations with the brain are extremely sophisticated, it is not like removing cancer… The systems of education and upbringing we currently have are unable to properly activate even a fraction of our natural intellectual potential, and still we are stretching our avid hands out for more…” 
 
    The Professor strolled up and down the room. 
 
    “Genetics is important, but an intellect needs to be coached properly. It takes both a piece of marble and a sculptor to make a statue. The inherent component of intellect is consistently overemphasized at the expense of educational, – thus drawbacks of our teaching system are put down to biology. Let’s take a typical mediaeval city: illiteracy, total ignorance, chronic stupidity. The civilization of drinking routs, bullying and nose-picking. But if we place a handful of mediaeval infants into the contemporary environment and provide them with proper coaching, we will come up with a handful of talents – IT-experts, biologists, novelists.” 
 
    “How much is a handful?” asked Dzintara. 
 
    The Professor looked at her with approval. 
 
    “Ten percent of today’s students will grow into the intellectuals of tomorrow, into scientists, writers, politicians. They will make the crème of civilization. These future wizards show special talent when they are young, and yet they are socially neglected. For instance, there are books for everyone, for those who like thrillers or aquariums, for single girls and solitary married women. Yet, there are no books for clever teenagers! I remember that when I was young whenever I came across that rare species, a child prodigy, in a book, I felt a surge of interest – well, well, let’s see what’s your real worth… Intellectually oriented teenagers is an amazing and totally disregarded social group! It is fairly numerous, and its value is worthless. 
 
    “Most of you belong to this class of intellectual teenagers!” Exmine admitted with demonstrative reluctance; by making it demonstrative, he flattered the students and turned their hearts and their ears towards the new instructor. 
 
      
 
    September trees got saturated with yellow and spilled sprawling streaky leaves on the lawns. 
 
    Since Nikki and Jerry had selected two different departments, often enough after breakfast they had to head in two opposite directions: Nikki’s destination was the Department of Humanities, and Jerry’s was the Cybernetics Block. 
 
    Taking a shortcut from the Owl Tower, Jerry strolled alone across the mowed lawn of the central park, trailing his feet through the fallen leaves. The robots would leave those along, giving the students a chance to admire them, to rustle through the memories of the bygone summer, the brown of the oak and the purple of the maple. The sweet fragrance of the drying leaves went straight to the heart, stirring some deep strings. 
 
    Jerry had some ten minutes left before his class, so he was taking his time, using the rare opportunity to breathe in the fresh autumnal air. He passed by a small grove of squat magnolias, and came across Eliza, the lovely redhead, who was sitting on a bench. 
 
    “Hi, Jerry!” she said, and her green eyes lit up. Such a look from the College’s number one beauty would make most of the guys’ day, yet Jerry just nodded curtly in embarrassment. 
 
    “We still have time before the lecture,” said Eliza. “Take a seat and tell me, what was you summer like, did you go anywhere, did you see anything special?” 
 
    He hesitated, yet could not decline her open invitation, so he sat down. 
 
    The bench was concealed underneath the pink magnolias and wild roses. Jerry tried not to look at the smiling Eliza, so he tossed up his head and tried to pretend that he was watching the cleaner robot that crawled across the outer surface of the glass dome, removing the moon dust and leaving behind a crystal-clear trail. 
 
    “I stayed here, at the College,” said Jerry. “Nikki and I went once to Luna City, to stroll around and to visit the zoo. The elephant was nice, but the meerkats were even better. What about you, how was your summer?” 
 
    “I went back to Europe, it took me a month to re-adjust to the gravity. I tried to do as much swimming as I could… and I was always starving,” Eliza said with concern, her hands on her slim waist. “Now I am fatter than a squirrel in the fall.” 
 
    Jerry looked at the girl, and smiled at the overstatement. 
 
    “And I kept thinking about that dance we had together,” whispered Eliza all of a sudden, and her low voice bewildered Jerry. “It was incredible, you have such a gift!” 
 
    “You too!” Jerry said with a smile. “We were dancing together! What are you going into in the second year?” He decided to switch to a safer topic. 
 
    It turned out that Eliza had favored biology. 
 
    “In summer I even joined a field trip to save endangered terricoles in Southern Europe.” 
 
    “Why are they endangered? Are they hunted too heavily?” asked the young man. 
 
    “That would have been way too simple!” exclaimed the red-headed girl. “The main threat for the wild animals is the accumulation of genetic defects. Natural selection amid deer and pheasants has stalled, there are almost no large predators left in Europe. Whenever there is a food shortage, they get fed. The numbers of wild animals are only regulated by hunting and car accidents.” 
 
    “Why does it cause extinction?” asked Jerry. 
 
    “Hunger, illnesses, predators used to destroy the weaker animals with inferior genes, while the cars are indiscriminate and the trophy-hunters deliberately look for the best and the biggest, and thus leave the genetic losers to live and procreate. The animals have accumulated so many birth defects that there are hardly any healthy ones in the litters.” 
 
    “Too much care turned into a tragedy,” said the young man pensively. 
 
    “Exactly,” nodded Eliza. 
 
    The clean dome over their heads was shimmering, small spots of light made weird patterns, sometimes even words, but they were hard to read, being very changeable; yet the duo sitting on the bench paid no heed to the celestial signs. 
 
    “I would not have expected you to go on a field trip,” said Jerry. “I thought you were into humanities, a dancer or a poet…” 
 
    “As trees shed the leaves in the fall, night dreams become vague and mendacious,” quoted Eliza with a smile. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Jerry. “A poem?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. 
 
    “A philosophical problem that was discussed in the days of Aristotle and Plutarch.” 
 
    “Time to go to the lecture,” said Jerry after a confused pause, and then looked at the girl. He could not help admiring her. Eliza, the red-headed beauty with green intelligent eyes looked impressive. Very impressive. 
 
    She intercepted his gaze. 
 
    “I was thinking about you in summer,” she said, placing her hand on Jerry’s shoulder. “Often… very often…” 
 
    He felt downright awkward. Their conversation was running off track. He was about to get up, but Eliza threw her hands around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Jerry was completely bewildered. It was nice, and yet… 
 
    He stood up abruptly. 
 
    “Eliza, I…” 
 
    He did not know how to put it. Eliza nodded and said, “Yes, I know it, Nikki… But life is not all that simple, dear Jerry… Childhood attachments don’t last long…” 
 
    Her fiery look made all the words redundant.  
 
    Jerry had no intention to discuss his childhood attachments, so he just said, “See you!” 
 
    Walking away through the rustling leaves, he could still feel Eliza’s eyes on his back, and his thoughts were running wild – he just hoped that his simple “See you!” would not be misinterpreted… 
 
      
 
    This piece of news flew like a bird around the College: Captain Tommy Gruffin, the famous space explorer, was going to give them a lecture. He had to his credit the deepest flight into the Sun crown and the longest flight beyond the Trans-Neptunians, five hundred astronomical units. It was not that the astronaut had discovered anything sensational at the edge of the Solar System, and still he did set the record. “It is a weird place, there the Sun is not a sun, just a star…” said the weary Gruffin to the press on his return. 
 
    The famous Captain had recently retired, but kept contributing to space exploration: he was now the head of Interstellar Initiative Private Foundation. 
 
    On the day of his lecture, the biggest auditorium of the Einstein College was packed. Nikki’s old acquaintance, Space Service Commodore Jur Greenin came together with Gruffin. The girl greeted the Commodore as a friend. 
 
    Tommy Gruffin was a phenomenal storyteller, and he delighted the audience with his tales about space. 
 
    “There I was, flying fifteen miles over the Io’s volcano zone, my assignment to get samples of dust and gases. And – oups! – there came a sudden eruption, and a volcano bomb the size of a car hit my bottom. The cargo module was totaled, the controls went dead, and I plunged in a nosedive right into Loki Patera, a sea of magma!” 
 
    “Wow!” went the audience. 
 
    “I went scooping over that black brew. The shore was too far. I knew that any minute I could drown and boil alive. And there were those orange islands of ice floating around, made of hard serum. At the very last moment I managed to land the shuttle on one of those islands. Yet, the shuttle went through the fragile surface and sank in the lava. I just managed to jump out of the cockpit. The only thing left on the hot orange ice sheet was the wing with the auxiliary engine. The radio in my spacesuit was too weak, there was no way to summon help. I was surrounded by the black-and-yellow landscape, it was scorching hot… the sheet kept melting in the liquid serum, poisonous mist was hanging over my head, obscuring the visor, real Hell!” 
 
    A couple of fascinated girls groaned, ready to faint in adoration. 
 
    “I know that the College students are taken on a space tour once a year; I would highly recommend a visit to the Jupiter satellites, they are really thrilling!” said the astronaut with a smile. 
 
    “How did you get out of there?” came an excited voice from the audience. 
 
    The explorer was obviously expecting this question, and grinned triumphantly. 
 
    “I made a jet scooter out of the broken wing. Got astride it, ran along the surface of the lake and took off, using the flat ice sheet as a ramp!” 
 
    “Ah!” Certain of those who had fainted still seemed to listen. 
 
    “I navigated my craft, leaning to the sides from the axis of the engine. I was flying like a witch on a fiery broom, like the legendary Baron on the cannonball!” went on Gruffin. “When they saw me at the station, they could hardly believe their eyes!” 
 
    The astronaut paused politely, giving Dr. Berringer a chance to supply certain female listeners with ammonia, and then moved on to outlining the activities of his Foundation. 
 
    “It is an urgent necessity for the growing human race to make a breakthrough and reach the stars; it is also a natural step in our conquest of the space. We advocate the idea of stellar expansion of human civilization. Through private donations and governmental subsidies, we have reached an important goal: we have raised one hundred million dollars for the design of the first manned interstellar craft!” 
 
    This impressive piece of news brought an enthusiastic buzz from the audience. 
 
    “The destination for the first flight is one of the neighbor star systems, possibly, Proxima Centauri. There are lots of challenges: fuel and safety, nutrition and health… We have opened a competition for the best project of the interstellar cruiser, and several space corporations seem to be interested. Each participant will have to submit his general concept. The winners of the first stage will get financing for subsequent work.” 
 
    “Is this offer open for students?” asked Isabelle the Leopard. 
 
    “No,” Gruffin answered with a laugh. “It’s way too complicated…” 
 
    Nikki leaned over to Jur Geenin and whispered something into his ear. The Commodore thought it over, nodded and took the stage. 
 
    “Space Service supports the activities of Interstellar Initiative and believes that getting young people, our future pilots and researchers, involved in this project would be justified both from the technical and the promotional point of view.” 
 
    “Great!” the famous astronaut said hastily. “If  Space Service approves of the idea…” He coughed. “In this case, Interstellar Initiative announces an additional competition for…” Gruffin made a solemn pause, and while it lasted, he was not idling, he was thinking hard. “…for the best design of an interstellar spacecraft! This competition will be open for school and college students only!” 
 
    “Hurray! Banzai!” The loud cheers shook the room. 
 
    The astronaut looked at the excited teenagers with a paternal smile. 
 
    “The goal is to come up with a concept of an interstellar spacecraft and of its flight, which would entail colonizing the space around one of the stars. Forget about the engines, it is a task way too narrow and specific, but try to tackle all the other challenges. We are looking for unorthodox ideas! And the winners will receive the award…” Gruffin took another pause, this time building up suspense, “…of one million dollars!” 
 
    The audience went into an uproar. The astronaut raised his voice. 
 
    “It will be the compensation for letting us use your idea in the final project of the interstellar craft.” 
 
    The meeting with the astronaut was a smashing success. 
 
    When the students left, Nikki thanked Commodore Jur. 
 
    “Thank you, Commodore, for your support!” 
 
    He looked at Nikki, squinting his eyes, and then said, “I will also ask you for a favor, Miss Greenwich. I would like you to help Space Service Youth Program. You mingle with the students, you have a much better understanding of their mentality.” 
 
    “What are the goals of the Program?” asked the girl. 
 
    “I will send you a summary. The general idea is to promote Space Service amid the young people, the practical one is to attract more people to our schools that train space pilots, geologists and mechanics. In recent years, we saw the decline both in the number of candidates and their academic level.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” nodded Nikki. 
 
    “We have some funds allocated for this project, but we need a workable plan as to how to use them efficiently,” specified Commodore Greenin. 
 
    “I have already noticed that everyone prefers efficiency,” said the Mowgli pensively. “Even though inefficiency has its own charm.” 
 
      
 
    In the evening a fierce debate was raging in the hall of the Leopard Tower, by a blazing fire in the fireplace. 
 
    Isabelle suggested to put together a team that would work on the concept of the interstellar ship. 
 
    Other students thought it would be a waste of time. They work so hard as it is, who would want to make an additional effort and design a spaceship? Lots of research bodies have been working on these projects for ages, would you expect to resolve the problems that all those scientists and engineers have stumbled upon? 
 
    Yet eight students, including Smith, volunteered to contribute their time to the reckless project. After a brief yet spirited discussion, the interstellar group named itself Vegan Golbins. They tried to make Nikki their Head Goblin, but she declined the offer. 
 
    “This project was suggested by Isabelle, she should be put in charge of the group. Yet I will be happy to join you. And I believe that we should invite students from other Orders too.” 
 
    “No way!” cried someone. “Why would we need those posh Dragons?” 
 
    “And why not?” Nikki said, raising an eyebrow. “Do you know that one of the biggest challenges of an interstellar flight is psychological compatibility of the astronauts? Thus we will test out our team…” 
 
    It was hard to beat this argument. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have solved the mystery of this list!” Robbie said solemnly late in the evening, as Nikki was brushing her teeth before bed. 
 
    “Finally!” the girl cried impatiently, spitting the mint-scented foam into the sink. “Well, what do all these people have in common?” 
 
    “With four-sigma probability, they are either creators or propagators of bifurcation ideas and technologies.” 
 
    “That’s the list that was discussed at the lecture on sociology!” Nikki said, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Sort of, even though this list does not feature those key technologies; it features people who initiated them.” 
 
    “The list of key people,” said the girl pensively. “The best-guarded secret in the world.” 
 
    “Right,” admitted Robbie. 
 
    “How did it happen to be in Jerry’s dad’s files?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. There is one more thing…” 
 
    Robbie made an uncharacteristic pause; Nikki raised her brows expectantly. 
 
    “Seven people from this list are dead, including Jerry’s father. All of them died under fairly suspicious circumstances… The mortality rate for the people on the list is conspicuously higher than average.” 
 
    Nikki, shocked, was silent for a while; then she said, “That means that the group that has put this list together is responsible for the death of both my and Jerry’s parents. But who compiled this list? And how is it used?” 
 
    “It might have been compiled by one group of people and used by the other; still, it is highly probable that they know each other,” Robbie said pedantically. 
 
    The water kept running from the tap, until the tap got annoyed and switched itself off. 
 
      
 
    Friday came. As it came, it seemed to have treaded on something sensitive: strange stirrings were noted amid Prince Ditbit’s followers. The Prince paid little attention to his breakfast, listening to the whispering of his cyber-secretary. Ditbit’s friends kept running up to him, asking questions, but he dismissed them with an offhand gesture. All of a sudden the Prince went purple and shouted into his T-phone, “Who’s the idiot who made the decision?” And then saw the others looking at him and stopped. A moment later he pushed away his plate and, muttering fiercely, headed for the door in big strides. Count Redinburgh h and Marquise Gaylord trotted behind. 
 
    Passing by Nikki’s table – only the girl and Jerry were there – the Prince cast a furious glance at her. His friends looked at her too, but in quite a different way: Redinburgh h’s horsy face looked bewildered, while the Marquise’s face, normally arrogant, seemed downright scared. 
 
    “What’s the matter with our aristocrats?” asked Jerry in bewilderment. 
 
    “They seem to be mighty indisposed to our life here,” Nikki said with a shrug. 
 
    “Why do they look at you this way?” Jerry narrowed his eyes and also looked closely at the girl. 
 
    “Canis knows…” shrugged Nikki. “Do you think they might have decided to make friends? And now they’re fighting over the best diplomatic move?” 
 
    Jerry laughed. 
 
    “The Prince would rather eat a dead cat for breakfast than offer you his hand!” He thought for a while, and then added. “An upheaval amid your adversaries brings good weather. A sure sign.” 
 
    At lunch, Dzintara also behaved weirdly: she kept glancing at Nikki, and finally asked, “Do you play chess?” 
 
    Nikki shook her head. 
 
    “If you ever learn, you will be unbeatable,” Dzintara uttered mysteriously. 
 
    At dinner, an incredible thing happened: both sides of the heavy entrance door opened, revealing the darkness of the park, and a silver unicorn stepped into the room. 
 
    A hum ran through the caf. The unicorn was so impressive that it took everyone some time to notice a stranger, an elderly, or even an old man who was walking by the glittering animal, in an old-fashion white wig and equally ancient black camisole with silver trimmings. The unicorn’s head sailed proudly by the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Everyone was staring at the weird couple. 
 
    The man strode silently along the isle, looking straight ahead, in solemn steps. In his right hand he had a long staff or wand, decorated with sharply sparking red gems. In his left hand was a large envelope made of light blue patterned parchment. 
 
    The handsome unicorn was less arrogant: its dark glittering eyes were squinting at the students, and it was even nodding gallantly its noble silver head with a sharp foot-long horn, which caused a lot of delight. 
 
    The old man and the unicorn crossed the room and stopped by our friends’ table. 
 
    The students forgot about their steaks and let their tea go tepid. 
 
    With an expert move, the man in the black camisole pinned the envelope on the silver unicorn’s horn and, wordlessly, made a big bow. The unicorn bent its long neck elegantly, and its spiral horn with the message came right to Nikki. The girl stretched her hand, but, instead of unpinning the message, she patted the unicorn gently on its silver neck and mane. It was not a robot! The unicorn was warm and alive. 
 
    Nikki gasped in delight, and only after that picked up the envelope. Both messengers turned around and headed straight for the door. By the door the unicorn cast a look at the old man, and his soft lips gently picked a cookie offered by Isabelle. The other girls shrieked in delight, and the silver animal thanked the girl with a polite nod of its head. 
 
    While Nikki was looking at the envelope, the old man with silver trimmings and the unicorn disappeared, leaving in their wake the animated buzzing of those present. One of the students gasped out loud and pointed at the screen of his laptop. The noise became louder, others grabbed their computers or pulled up the lids of their robo-animals where printers were concealed. 
 
    In a few seconds half of those present, including Jerry, were holding the front pages of the day’s newspapers. The other half jumped up to look over the neighbors’ heads. The clamor was growing, and soon reached the level of a waterfall. Simultaneously, Jerry spread out the paper and Nikki broke the red wax seals on the envelope. The girl with the crystal hair and all the other Einstein College students simultaneously read the mysterious message which actually contained just two short sentences, spelled out in ornate elegant script: 
 
      
 
    Dear Miss Nicole Greenwich, 
 
      
 
    I have been informed that your personal fortune amounts to 270 billion golden dollars. 
 
    I have the honor to invite you to join the Royal Club. 
 
      
 
    Williams III 
 
    Royal Club President 
 
      
 
    Nikki raised her head. 
 
    The room was quiet as a graveyard. 
 
    Everyone was looking at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Fall Fever 
 
      
 
    Nikki Greenwich was now a Queen! 
 
    A penniless student who had been scraping money to pay for her tuition was now one of the richest young ladies in the world! 
 
    She was the founder of a new Dynasty! 
 
    This piece of news shocked the Einstein College, and others as well. The press of all the planets was discussing the sudden emergence of the Greenwich Dynasty and its potential influence on the world’s politics. 
 
    Just a day ago only a handful of people knew about this girl, today she made herself the center of everyone’s attention. 
 
    On the next day Nikki came down to breakfast to be greeted by an unusual sight. The tables, including her own, were set in a circle. Some hundred Leopards were standing by, greeting the new Queen with shouts and applause. The others were also applauding enthusiastically, even though Prince Ditbit and his friends were not there. It was normal, though, for some students to leave school for weekends. 
 
    The place designated for Nikki was adorned by a huge bunch of yellow roses. The girl drew in the sweet aroma and froze in bliss. Toulouse-Lautrecs! My favorite! I am sure Jerry gave them a tip, or got them himself. 
 
    Deeply touched, Nikki looked at her smiling friends. 
 
    “Thank you for the congratulations and for the flowers!” 
 
    When they sat down to breakfast, Smith Jigich said, “Nikki, you are not getting away with just a ‘thank you,’ go ahead and tell us how you’ve done this!” 
 
    “By Mercury’s ragged sandals, to make two hundred… almost three hundred billion in one summer!” exclaimed Isabelle. “It is quite beyond my imagination. Incredible!” 
 
    “Just please,” boomed Vlad, a fifth-grader, “don’t tell us again that it was just a bit of good luck!” 
 
    Everybody burst out laughing. 
 
    “Spill it,” Dmitry, a cheerful redhead, nudged her, “maybe we too will make more than tips at the pizzeria over the long vacations!” 
 
    Nikki looked at her friends, who were all holding their breath, and began her story. 
 
    “It all started in a fairly simple way. Robbie gives me a daily digest of online news. In May, the geologists reported the results of  deep-drilling on the Oberon. The famous Oberon Observatories are built on the Royal Plateau with its unique low level of seismic noise. The geologists found an explanation for this phenomenon: underneath the plateau they discovered a layer of amorphous ice, or ice-glass, that repels all the underground tremors.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember this press release from Geological Service!” Tom, a fair-haired boy, piped cheerfully, but got hushed down. 
 
    “Then I learned about the prospective launching of a powerful thermonuclear reactor on the Royal Plateau. I put the two things together, and asked Robbie whether the new source of energy would cause the ice to melt. Robbie laughed at me, since one single reactor could not cause much damage to a huge glacier.” 
 
    “Why do you have to be so spiteful?” inquired Robbie. “OK, I was wrong. A very rare occasion.” 
 
    “The ice indeed would not melt, yet it could crystallize,” said Nikki. 
 
    “How can ice crystallize?” Dmitry asked in bewilderment. 
 
    “Ice glass has an amorphous structure of water molecules, and can only exist at very low temperatures. If this amorphous ice get heated by the reactor, even slightly, the chaotically positioned molecules would re-organize themselves into a hexagonal grid, and thus water glass would turn into regular ice. Any crystallization leads to heat emission, so the process of amorphous ice re-configuration will become self-supportive and thus independent from the heat radiated by the reactor. Robbie and I did the calculations, and we have shown that after the reactor is launched, a huge cavern will appear in the underground layer of water glass. The seismics will flood the Royal Plateau, and thus most of the Oberon Observatories equipment, which require complete lack of vibration, will either break or malfunction.” 
 
    One of the Leopards whistled and said, “My mom and dad work on Oberon. And they wear special shoes there, to tread lightly.” 
 
    “And then?” Smith Jigich asked impatiently. 
 
    “I started to think of the best way to alert the authorities about the danger.” 
 
    “You had to write a letter to Space Service!” offered the boy whose parents worked on Oberon. 
 
    “No one would listen to a student,” said Nikki, shaking her head. “And time was running short, for the reactor was about to be launched. So I decided to meet with the heads of Space Service. To do that, I had to win the Moon Regatta…” 
 
    There came a buzz and some giggles. 
 
    “Right,” said Nikki, “I went there hoping to have a talk with Commodore Jur Greenin. With that I failed, and still I secured a chance to make a presentation at one of Space Service conferences.” 
 
    “I saw your presentation on TV,” boomed Vlad. “My parents refused to believe that you were a freshmen student…” 
 
    “But where did all the money come from?” asked the economically-minded Dmitry. 
 
    “There is an obscure law that guarantees a five percent premium to whoever rescues space property insured by the UN…” said Nikki. “The cost of Oberon Observatories, one of the largest research centers in space, is estimated at around five and a half trillion dollars. There you go.” 
 
    “There you go,” Dmitry repeated in confusion and turned to his friends the Leopards. They were sitting there in awe, their eyes wide open. 
 
    “You have a formidable brain, Nikki,” Isabelle said appreciatively. 
 
    “She is indeed lucky,” Vlad summed up thoughtfully. “She is lucky to have such a head.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Naturally, the media people dug it up that Nikki’s unbelievable fortune was a well-deserved insurance premium for saving the Oberon Observatories. UN and Space Service were having quite an excited exchange, yet a law is a law, even if it leads to such unexpected consequences. The UN bureaucrats immediately passed a new decree that would limit the premium to an amount that they considered reasonable. Yet this amendment, however hastily introduced, was not retroactive, and thus the compensation for saving a research cluster on a remote Uranian satellite remained legal, even though it went beyond all the conceivable limits and precedents. 
 
    Nikki’s success caused a happy upheaval amid her fellow-students – or rather, amid those who were able to live with her success. As for Prince Ditbit and her other foes, they just gritted their teeth, getting red in the face. Those who used to pick at Nikki the Cinderella now tried to stay away from Queen Nicole, or wriggled around her in the attempts to make up.  
 
    The commotion around the news gradually ebbed out, what was left was a gap between Nikki and the rest, filled by a mixture of admiration and suspicion. The students seemed to have realized that Nikki was no longer one of their kind: you don’t slap a queen on the shoulder. Nikki tried to go back to normal socializing, but it would not work. “I can now understand Dzintara,” Nikki thought ruefully, “people are all nailed to the social ladder.” 
 
    Nikki’s tablemates were still friendly, but even Dzintara seemed to be full of reverence. To make two hundred plus billion over a vacation, it is not exactly peanuts. 
 
    Jerry was the one who took the development with most equanimity. For him, Nikki was Nikki. It made no difference whether she was a queen or not. His feelings could not be stronger anyway. Even though, of course, he was very proud of her success. He had a pleasant, yet flitting thought that the problem of paying for their tuition was no longer there. Yet he hated the fact that, himself, he had been unable to raise any money. So Jerry decided that once he joined the Greenwich Center that Nikki planned to launch, he would work gratis, and work hard. 
 
    At dinner, a green-eyed cat with long ash-grey fur trotted to our friends’ table, a letter in its mouth. The pussy jumped promptly into Jerry’s lap, and placed a double postcard right onto his plate of lamb chops. The letter opened in its own accord, there came a happy tune and three girls squeaked from a stereo picture: 
 
    “Jerry, darling! We invite you to Ann’s birthday party! It is tonight, at the Stag Tower. Do come, we will be waiting!” 
 
    Jerry blushed, thrust the speaking-and-singing message, stained with ketchup, back into the cat’s mouth and pushed the ash-grey messenger off his lap. 
 
    “Jerry, darling!” said Dzintara in a sarcastic singsong voice. “Are you being assaulted by female fans?” 
 
    “It’s disgusting!” grumbled Jerry. “They have somebody born there every day…” 
 
    Nikki was staring at Jerry in amazement. 
 
    “And when did it start?” 
 
    “On the first of September,” Jerry said gloomily. “I have not gone to a single one, but that does not discourage them. And over the last few days there has been quite an upheaval – birthdays, anniversaries, zoo parties of some kind… Weird!” 
 
    “Why is it weird?” asked the Princess, raising her brows. “Just look around. Our guys here are good at discussing differential equations and talking about silent mutations, but when it comes to dancing… if you manage to drag one of those cowards away from the wall at a dancing party, he promptly faints with horror, or hopelessly stumbles on all your four feet. The other group of students are the aristocrats, and thus they are unsuitable for serious relationships…” Dzintara gave a sigh. “These people always look down on the others, and they will later marry for political reasons or following their parents’ advice. A normal nice guy, the one a girl would love to spend time with, to dance or to take a stroll to the lake… it’s quite a rarity!” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Jerry retorted hotly. “There are heaps of such guys! Smith Jigich for one!” 
 
    “Do you know how popular Smith Jigich is?” asked Dzintara raising her left eyebrow – she was very good at that. “Even though he totally lacks your dancing talents. To say nothing of other distinctive features…” 
 
    Dzintara pointedly surveyed Jerry, tall and broad-shouldered. The intelligent blue eyes illuminated his kind, charming, big-nosed face, and nine girls out of ten were immediately seized by the desire to invite him to a birthday party, to a tasting of homemade cookies, or just to offer to read a favorite book together. Not all the girls were able to suppress this desire. 
 
    “But I am with Nikki!” Jerry burst out, getting red under Dzintara’s piercing gaze. “Isn’t that obvious?” 
 
    “It’s way too obvious…” Dzintara looked at both, and a strange pity showed momentarily in her lovely brown eyes. 
 
    On one night, Dzintara and Nikki happened to be on their own at the table. The Princess was looking thoughtfully at the young Queen. 
 
    “What are you going to do next, Nikki? What are your plans? I mean, unless it’s a secret.” 
 
    Nikki was typically straightforward:  
 
    “I want to be happy! I want to be married to Jerry, have children and a huge house!” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to marry him? You can now choose any of the most select young men…” Dzintara said cautiously. 
 
    “My heart says I want him. And then my brain looks at him and – Jerry indeed stands out. Even when I weigh it out analytically, I do not see any better options. My heart knows better!” 
 
    “Are those all your dreams?” Dzintara went on asking. 
 
    Nikki pulled up her left leg. The Mowgli girl, when she was lost in thought, tended to sit on her left leg rather than on the chair. And sometimes, while standing, she would lift her left foot and place it on the right knee, looking like a one-legged heron or a wild creature from the African savannahs.  
 
    “Besides, I want to track down those who have killed my parents and is now threatening me, and make sure they would not be able to kill again. Also, I want to do something big and useful for the others. When you’re happy you need the others around you to be happy too.” 
 
    “Your dreams are very naïve,” remarked Dzintara. 
 
    “They are, indeed,” Nikki said readily, either in agreement or in surrender. 
 
      
 
    Six persons were sitting at a long table in the room that had no windows. One of them was at the head of the table. 
 
    “The situation has changed dramatically, a decision has been taken to reinforce our group. We will act according to the Aggressive Analyst strategy. 
 
    “Are we sending ‘the envoys’?” asked a small fatty who was making notes in a notepad. 
 
    “Why don’t we start with sending the Snowman for a reconnaissance, so that he gets us the portrait,” suggested the redhead with white eyelashes. 
 
    “The Snowman charges a lot; besides, he’s busy now,” countered the fatty. “The ‘envoys’ would do better.” 
 
    “We will use both the ‘envoys’ and the Snowman,” the one at the head of the table uttered with authority. “If he is currently busy, make him drop that nonsense.” 
 
    “What are we going to call the operation?” asked the youngest one, who kept running his fingers along his laptop keyboard. 
 
    “Operation Mowgli,” said the authoritative one, and his cheek twitched, revealing the white fang. 
 
    It wasn’t anything big, just a nervous tic, for his life was nerve-wracking. 
 
      
 
    Her new status of a Queen brought  Nikki dozens of new, previously unknown responsibilities. She began to receive gifts from individuals and agencies: books, magazines, souvenirs. Nikki asked Robbie to have them all sorted out with the help of a centaur robot, to forward the useful things to orphanages and libraries, and to dispose of the rest. 
 
    Her social life changed too: contacts with other dynasties, commemoration of various dates and events – an endless stream of information that Nikki, willy-nilly, had to plunge into. A lot of decisions had to be taken virtually on the run. Here she was, running late for Professor Exmine’s lecture, while Robbie was badgering her: 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with e-mails and letters from strangers? You are getting a few hundred online messages per day and, the way I see it, soon there will be thousands. They are all questions, requests, insults.” 
 
    “Horrible!” exclaimed Nikki, searching frantically for the last clean shirt. “Can you handle them? Would you leave just the important ones to me? And answer the others the way you wish, even in my own name – I trust you.” 
 
    She was finishing this monologue in the downward-flying elevator, sitting on the floor, squeezing her feet into the shoes. I need some footgear that would carry me faster! 
 
    During his lectures, Professor Exmine loved to talk with the students. 
 
    Borm the Owl asked, “What’s Occam’s Razor?” 
 
    “Suppose you smell sulfur in your home; there are two possible explanations: the Devil came on a visit, or a dead cockroach is burning in your fireplace; Occam’s Razor cuts off the romantic scenario with the devil, leaving the mundane one with the cockroach.” 
 
    “I do not understand what ‘paradigm’ means!” said Ninon, the inquisitive Doe, standing up. 
 
    “This fruitful term was introduced by Thomas Kuhn, an ancient philosopher of science. Various epochs and various sciences offer their own rules of perceiving and studying the world. A paradigm is a method of understanding the world, the way of seeing – or presuming – the invisible. The ancients perceived spirits all around them, while modern people perceive atoms. A change of paradigm is called  scientific revolution.” 
 
    The Professor knew a million interesting facts and sprinkled his lectures lavishly with them; the lectures often seemed hectic, yet each was memorable. 
 
    “Benjamin Whorf came up with a profound and beautiful theory of linguistic relativity. He claims that the Inuit and the French see the world differently, for they structure it through two different linguistic paradigms, thus creating two different paradigms of perception. A Chukcha has three hundred words to describe snow, and a city dweller, for whom snow is just ‘dirty slush’ will never understand the happy and throaty song of a hunter who is riding through the snowed-in tundra.” 
 
    Many students had never seen snow in their lives, so they could not figure out what was there to sing about. 
 
    “Kamayura, Brazilian Indians, have just  one word to designate the blue and the green color, “parrot color.” Does that mean that they cannot tell green color from blue? Any language is a social contract for systematizing the world, but has it been signed by our biological senses?” 
 
    “Has the theory of this linguistic Einstein held true?” asked someone. 
 
    “Not really. It turned out to be quite the opposite, the environment determines which method of linguistic structuring is to be used, and thus gives birth to the appropriate language. Sub-cultures develop their own sub-languages. Physicists and football fans, rabbit breeders and literary scholars, while speaking the same language, have dramatically different vocabularies, to an extent that they find it hard to follow each others’ professional conversations. The spiked boots of a mountain climber and the pointe-shoes of a ballet dancer can just smile wordlessly to each other. And yet!” The Professor raised his finger. “I would not discard Whorf’s theory completely. It has its share of aristocratic madness.” 
 
    “I believe that all this artsy nonsense – ballets, paintings and clever theories – is hopelessly out of date,” said a blond Dragon boy with a small nose and an Arian jaw. “What matters today is production efficiency and automated management.” 
 
    Exmine attacked him fiercely, “Culture is an alpha-axis of civilization. To determine  moral principles and cultural imperatives is the main and the most challenging task of each society. Unfortunately, the governments are not much wiser than you, so they focus on arms race, economy and other kinds of nonsense, viewing the culture as a weekend entertainment. What’s the result? In an uncultivated and indecent society lots of economic resources disappear in the moral holes that cannot be stopped by fences or gates, while scientific worldview gives way to shamanism of cannibalistic age.” 
 
    “How do you tell, what is shamanism and what is not?” asked red-headed Dmitry. 
 
    “To tell science from non-science is quite easy. Science is not only a worldview paradigm, it is also an agglomeration of billions of facts, and EACH of them can be checked empirically. For instance, statistics says that if you throw a dice, you get a six in 16,666… percent of a large number of tries. Take a dice – make sure it is not loaded – and do your own test, getting closer and closer approximations to the figure.” 
 
    The intellectualist frowned. 
 
    “Unlike science, the froth of esotery, parapsychology or astrology is an agglomeration of millions of very appealing statements, and NONE of them can be confirmed. A big-time loser, a standard consumer of esoteric texts and magic techniques, is searching desperately for a magic potion to improve his wretched existence, and he is ready to forego evidence or common sense.” 
 
    All of a sudden, a wailing voice of a specter came from the ceiling, “When Skepticism couples with Spiritual Yearning, Mysticism is born. Friedrich  Nietzsche.” 
 
    “Thank you, Voldemar,” said Exmine; then he turned to the students and barked, “Don’t be idiots, please! It’s a shame to be an idiot nowadays, it’s like walking around with a dirty neck. Profane interpretation of reality gave birth to heaps of books, myths, adepts – and never to a single mouse of a reliable fact. Esotery is a way of capitalizing on stupidity; try to avoid this stupidity being yours.” 
 
    “But astrology is the most ancient part of astronomy,” countered Bren, a Stag with gloomy eyes. 
 
    “Today, the distance between astrology and astronomy is even larger than between meteorism and meteoritics,” snorted the Professor. 
 
    “My mom believes in astrology and always checks horoscopes,” said the boy petulantly. “She says that astrology is ancient and people could not have been wrong for such a long time, so horoscopes make sense. Besides, she likes looking at the stars.” 
 
    “Does she like cats and dogs?” asked the Professor unexpectedly. 
 
    “Yes,” said gloomy Bren, perplexed. 
 
    Exmine’s face crumpled in an evil smile. 
 
    “Then tell your mom that haruspicy is another ancient tradition!” 
 
    Alla the Dragon, the leader of the College’s feminists, demanded the Professor’s opinion on gender equality. 
 
    Exmine sighed, “You should distinguish between equality per se and equality of rights. Men and women have equal rights, and yet they are not equal. Men tend to be heavier and stronger than women, while women have longer life expectancy and, on the average, they are more intellectual – because of better education. You can pass a million laws on equal rights, yet natural inequality will still be there. And do we need to be the same? I believe that future existence of human race depends on a certain inequality between sexes.” The Professor strolled across the buzzing classroom. “I will tell you a story about penguins. In the fall they walk away from the open sea, from the ice edge which tends to crumble easily during the winter storms. They walk seventy miles to the quiet rocky bank of the Antarctic, and get together into an enormous flock. Nothing but ice and rocks around, neither food nor water. There are just friends, love, passion. In a month or two, most of them are families. Each mother holds a huge egg on her paws, sheltering it with her feathers. All around is the Polar night, sometimes illuminated by Aurora Australis, piercing winds and the frost, up to minus eighty degrees Celsius.” 
 
    “Wow!” The students shrugged as if they were freezing. 
 
    “The penguins have been starving for two months! And finally the emaciated mother hands the egg over to the father – she has to do it fast, for, without her body heat, the baby inside would die in a few seconds. Then the mother walks to the sea, to get some food. Seventy miles across ice and ravines; penguins are good swimmers, but poor walkers. If the mother dies, the baby would perish too; it needs both parents to survive.” 
 
    The students’ imagination took them away to the dark freezing desert, where the exhausted penguins were walking and dying. 
 
    “And the emaciated father stays on duty. He cannot survive on his own, so all the dads get together and stand there, in stormy winds, taking turns: after a time on the edge, you are let into the center to get some warmth. This courageous exploit lasts for two more months! The weak and the old freeze to death, together with their unborn offspring. The lucky babies finally hatch out and, naturally, want some food. The fathers had nothing to eat for FOUR months! Nothing but the snow! But they virtually tear out chunks of their own flesh and feed the babies, looking yearningly at the horizon. They have lost half of their body weight, they are skin, feathers and bones now. And that’s when the well-nourished mothers come back.” 
 
    Exmine was earnest, even sad. 
 
    “The scientists have filmed this touching scene, when the fathers, barely alive, introduce the babies to their mothers… It is a heart-rendering sight! Of course, the crowd of featherless bipeds was weeping. Then the father, hardly able to stand on his feet, is sent away for a lunch break. Another seventy miles to cover before he gets to the water, where he can get food, but apart from fish, there are snapping sea leopards there; they are hungry too, and they also have babies. The march of the emaciated fathers claims many more lives, that’s why there are more females than males left in the flock. Male penguins are more likely to sacrifice their lives for the sake of their babies than the female ones. And thus self-sacrifice is stronger than equal rights…” 
 
    The Professor gave Alla a questioning look, and there was nothing she could say back. 
 
      
 
    Jerry left the elevator on his floor of the Owl Tower. The big screen on the wall was ablaze and in turmoil – yet another evil space empire was about to invade Earth, and the courageous defenders of mankind were slicing the aggressors, iron-clad cockroaches. Several Owls were sitting in front of the screen, within the optimal holographic visibility zone. 
 
    “Jerry, join us! The Terrestrians are getting the upper hand!” came a voice. 
 
    “Terrestrians? I hope the cockroaches would,” another voice said cynically. 
 
    Before Jerry could answer, he was assaulted by his co-ed Debbie. 
 
    “Perfect timing, Jerry!” Having screamed this even louder than the doomed aliens, she dragged Jerry away, through the door with a shadowgraph of a girl with an umbrella. 
 
    In the girl’s passage, lit up by the shimmering light of torches – or rather, of their lifelike imitations, there was a strange figure in a fluffy bathrobe and a tall white turban. The figure turned its spooky blue-and-green face to Jerry, gave an unhurried “Ouch!” and disappeared majestically behind one of the doors. 
 
    There were only girls in the room where Debbie brought Jerry. They were all talking together, with the exception of Julia, a miniscule brunette, who was sitting quietly by the desk, piled high with sophisticated 3D protein models. 
 
    The girls pushed Jerry into a chair, and began to shout. 
 
    “We decided to have a picnic for our co-eds the Owls!” 
 
    “There’s a great meadow by the Northern lake!” 
 
    “We’ll play moon tennis and make barbeque…” 
 
    “No, we’d rather go fishing!” 
 
    Debbie joined the choir, “The Owls have not had a single get-together! We are working all the time, we will work ourselves to death!” 
 
    She pushed her long fair hair away in an angry gesture. Judging by her healthy complexion, her apprehensions were groundless. 
 
    “On Saturday, at noon! Will you come, Jerry?” asked Thea, a fine-featured girl. 
 
    Jerry did not even try to argue with the group, he just nodded wordlessly. Then he had a great idea, “Why don’t we invite friends from other Orders to the picnic?” 
 
    In one single leap, Debbie reached Jerry’s chair. Her light blue eyes were ablaze, like the eyes of a hungry owl, her hair flew around her head like the snakes of Gorgon. 
 
    “No way!” Debbie the Gorgon exclaimed hotly. “We have sixteen girls and only nine guys in our year. We don’t want you to bring your friend Nikki!” 
 
    “Right, only the Owls are invited,” Samar, a lovely hawk-nosed brunette, said sternly, snapping her beak. 
 
    Debbie moved to the back of the chair and threw her arms around Jerry’s shoulders. Her chin rested on his shoulder, her lips were right next to his ear. A lovely fragrance of apricot shampoo was coming from Debbie’s hair. 
 
    “The Owls have a grudge against you, Jerry,” said the girl softly. “You never hang out with us, just lock your door and sit in your room…” 
 
    “Eh…” Jerry objected unconvincingly.  
 
    “We know that Nikki’s your girlfriend,” Debbie went on. “But what about hanging out with the other girls too? Eh?” Her hot breath touched Jerry’s ear. 
 
    “I don’t know if hanging out will be enough for them…” said Jerry, trying to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Why not?” Her arms went around his neck, and the other girls giggled. Julia was the only one who set there unsmiling, staring at the scene through her black fringe. 
 
    “We would love you to give a few dance classes,” Thea said with a smile. “You are a great dancer!” 
 
    Jerry was still trying to pretend that soft fragrant hands encircling his neck was something quite commonplace, something akin to a handshake; yet his heart was pounding. 
 
    “Yes, Nikki has many merits… she’s rich… she’s as good with a sword as a Roman gladiator,” Debbie persisted. “But do you know, Jerry darling, that even the common girls – I mean the nice-looking and smart girls – have their smashing, even though hidden talents?” 
 
    “Debora, you are about to spoil our picnic,” warned Thea. 
 
    “Please understand, we are all dead scared: the moment we give you a wrong look, Nikki the Leopard would tear us into feathers! No, no! A predatory Leopard is not the right company for the docile Owls…” Debbie kept murmuring into Jerry’s ear, and he, indeed, began to have second thoughts about the picnic. 
 
      
 
    Love affairs between sophomore students spread like forest fires. As for the older students, the less said the better, out of pure propriety. 
 
    Dzintara and Hao were walking slowly along the path leading to the caf; all of a sudden, someone grabbed Dzintara’s elbow. 
 
    “How dare you!” said the Princess, unaccustomed to such unceremonious treatment, while Snoopy, her cyber dog, got on the alert and pointed a paralyzer at the aggressor – a tall handsome youth with abundant black curls. 
 
    “Don’t be too harsh on him, Princess Dzintara,” laughed a slim, also dark-haired girl walking next to the youth. “He is such an impertinent fellow!” 
 
    “Are you a Princess?” the youth said with mock disappointment, holding on to Dzintara’s elbow. “And I thought I bumped into such a lovely gamin!” 
 
    “Hm,” said the Princess and stopped pulling her arm out. 
 
    “Are you a Princess or a gamin?” inquired the youth. “If you were just a girl, I would invite you for a stroll through the woods, for a dance, for an ice-cream in Schrodinger… While if you are a Princess…” 
 
    “Hmm… Well, suppose…” Dzintara said slowly, staring at the persistent youth; then she frowned and shifted her gaze to the girl who was standing too close to him. 
 
    “And who might you be?” 
 
    “I am his twin sister,” smiled the girl, “Dizygous, naturally. My name is Artemis, while his…” 
 
    “And I am Phoebus!” said the youth proudly. “For five weeks now you’ve been in the focus of my fiery celestial eye. I even lost some weight and began to compose a long poem about an amber fish. I already have as much as two lines: 
 
      
 
    And Phoebus pounced up to catch 
 
    Her in the net of hands, and songs, and flowers… 
 
      
 
    He was reciting poetry! 
 
    “Hmmm,” said the Princess, showing her appreciation of the simple and divine verse. 
 
    With his free hand – the other one was still clutching Dzintara’s elbow – Phoebus snatched out of nowhere a tiny bouquet of scarlet daisies and offered it to the Princess. 
 
    “For you, lovely gamin!” 
 
    Smart Snoopy neatly put away the paralyzer. 
 
      
 
    The students were not the only ones to catch the romantic fever; the professors did too. Even Joan Guslik, the notorious pillar of decorum and propriety, fell victim to the raging epidemics. The students (especially the giggly female ones) began to notice that the Professor of Literature became immobilized in the presence of Professor Exmine. First she would go stiff, and then her overexcited face would flush in red blotches. 
 
    Everyone knew that Professor Joan Guslik was a bluestocking. Even though no one had a clear idea as to what it might have meant. The Professor always wore one and the same colorless tunic that almost reached down to her knees. The meager addition to her outfit were the baggy pants that looked like two stacks that somehow learned to bend. Guslik’s unglamorous garment was somewhat legendary, and caused a lot of debates. What was it, the attire of a nun from Literary Maidens Order? An overstretched sweater? A musketeer’s cloak? 
 
    Quite possible, the Professor was fairly nice-looking, but it was hard to guess. Since she seemed to have no idea, it was even harder for the others to guess. Makeup and other female tricks were completely alien to the Professor. The College’s hairdresser always trimmed her blond hair in the same style: hack-off at the neck level. 
 
    Actually, Louise, the kind-hearted stylist and fashion designer, would have murdered anyone who would dare call it ‘style.’ She had spent an eternity begging Joan Guslik to replace her  “toby-jug-neck-slasher” with some sort of a definitive haircut.  And each time she would lose the fight hopelessly. On the day of Professor Guslik’s visit to the beauty parlor, the best thing to do was to stay away from there: nerve-wrecked Louise was drinking synthovalerian by the glassfuls, and would be hard put even to mow a lawn properly, without cutting the throats of a dozen worms. 
 
    And yet, the Professor was an international literary celebrity.  
 
    “She is a genius!” Dzintara said earnestly, sitting next to Nikki as they were waiting for the first literature lecture for the humanities department to begin. The Princess was missing her biology class in order to attend the lecture by Professor Guslik, while Jerry and Hao, of course, stayed put at their math class. 
 
    Joan Guslik adored literature, she lived there and had a much better understanding of it than of the real life. 
 
    The Professor was all for ‘clever’ books, and yet she remarked, “What do we tend to call ‘intellectual fiction’? While reading a text by the author whose background of literary, historic, philosophical associations is a few times richer than that of the reader, an average person does not understand half of what he reads and terms it respectfully ‘intellectual fiction.’ This reminds me of Joyce’s powerful mind-stream: “A symbol of Irish art. The cracked lookingglass of a servant.”  Yet the abundance of associations is not the only dimension of intellect. Unfortunately, it is not often that you come across a book with another powerful intellectual component, a rational, a logical one.” 
 
    “Logical discourse requires precision of terminology, with minimal ambiguity,” said Dzintara. “While fiction is the watercolor art of words and notions.” 
 
    The Professor acknowledged it with a nod. 
 
    “What is an association?” came a voice. 
 
    Guslik thought for a second. 
 
    “At one of his lectures, Professor Exmine used an expression, the crowd of featherless bipeds. Why would he say that?” 
 
    The Professor’s eyes glittered, warmth crept into her voice. 
 
    Buff the Stag raised his hand. 
 
    “He was talking about penguins, and he compared humans to birds, the bipeds.” 
 
    “Right, but this is not all.” 
 
    Nikki said, “He evoked Plato’s statement: A human is a featherless bipedal animal.” 
 
    “Excellent!” praised the Professor. “And what did you think when you recalled Plato’s definition?” 
 
    “Well… I was glad that I spotted the association, it meant that both of us had read Plato.” 
 
    “Right!” beamed Professor Guslik. “A new link between the author and the reader was created. A good book is full of undisclosed messages, it’s always on the lookout for new friends. Culture can be defined as a powerful complex of associations within the multi-dimensional space of notions. Thinking, writing and reading are all deeply associative; we live within a spider web of cultural threads, we nurture new associations and wear out the old. There are cultural wires that cause an electric discharge when touched.” 
 
    “That’s what I feel when I travel through Verona or Stratford-upon-Avon,” said Dzintara. 
 
    The Professor nodded. 
 
    “Culture is hyperassociative. Education turns thinkers’ informational or artistic impulses into subconscious reflexes that shape the human intuitive and emotional sphere. To develop an intellect is to build up a tumultuous environment full of these links, wherein you can search for new unifying ideas.” 
 
    Guslik thought for a while and then added, “I am not happy with Plato’s definition of an individual; looking at a human within the context of civilization, I would say, a cultured person is an associative person.” 
 
    The Professor turned and asked the curly pink-cheeked Julien who was sprawling in his chair, “Which associations do you get from the word “human”? Possibly you would like to offer another definition, that would be different from mine or Plato’s?” 
 
    The round expressive face of Julien, an intellectual from the Order of the Owls, crumpled in a condescending grimace, and he said carelessly, “A human is an animal in the brine of words.” 
 
    Two girls who were sitting behind him began to clap their hands. The gallant, well-spoken French boy who was very proud of his relative and namesake Julien de La Mettrie, a philosopher of the Age of Enlightenment, responded with an elegant bow. 
 
    Guslik smiled and once again referred to the intellectualist, “In many respects I agree with Professor Exmine. Weird are the ways of intellect in our society. There are very few books or movies about intellectual young people who are not dysfunctional sissies, but normal young fellows who can dance, fight and fall and love. An average person looks at the intellectuals with disapproval, and mass culture is all attuned to the simpletons, it is busy humoring pettish mediocrity.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nikki stepped into the empty elevator on the fifth floor of the Humanities block and went down. Ancient lines were crawling across the wall: 
 
      
 
    How poor are they that have not patience! 
 
    What wound did ever heal but by degrees? 
 
      
 
    On the fourth floor the elevator stopped, and red-headed Eliza the Dragon stepped inside. She looked distracted, and only spotted Nikki a few seconds later. Her face twitched angrily, and she took a step to the door, which had already slammed shut. 
 
    “Hello, Eliza,” said Nikki with a friendly smile. 
 
    The beautiful red-headed Dragon made no answer. She was staring at Nikki, her eyes flashing fiercely. 
 
    “There’s no reason to be so mad,” said Nikki with her typical frankness. “It would have never worked for Jerry and you.” 
 
    “You are such a smart cookie, Nikki Greenwich!” Eliza hissed venomously. “He would be mine if you had not stolen him at the Prom!” 
 
    “You are wrong,” said Nikki, “on the contrary, I spared you a disappointment. If you could steal him on that night.” 
 
    Eliza bangs her fist on the emergency button; with a nervous shudder, the elevator stopped, squeaking and blinking its lights. 
 
    “I don’t give a damn if you are a Queen!” exclaimed the fiery-haired beauty. “I have never met such a guy before. He dances like a god! And I am not letting him go, he will still be mine!” 
 
    “Jerry has already made his choice,” Nikki said with a shrug. “How do you plan to not let him go?” 
 
    “For you he is just a toy!” cried Eliza. “Stop fooling him. Go make friends with princes and kings, go on scheming the way your lot does, and leave us, ordinary people, alone. I won’t give up!” 
 
    “He needs me,” said Nikki with pride. “And he loves me.” 
 
    And the Mowgli tossed her crystal hair. 
 
    “This might be the case at the moment,” said Eliza spitefully, “but the trick is that you don’t need him; he is actually standing in your way. Sooner or later he will know.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nikki said in bewilderment. 
 
    “Wow, you haven’t figured it out yet?” sneered Eliza. “Never mind, soon enough you will. You’re not that much of an idiot.” 
 
    Clenching her teeth, Nikki took a close look at Eliza, whose words had hurt and perplexed her: a dazzlingly attractive, tall girl; an elegant, striking dress; a slim body – an ideal one, according to the incorruptible Robbie; the face and the manners of a high society girl. She had never had to grow carrots for breakfast, never walked barefooted round the year; she was raised by her parents, in a safe, comfortable place. And this witch with her looks wanted to deprive Nikki of her only friend! 
 
    Eliza was watching Nikki too, her eyes ablaze with jealousy: this nice Nelly is incredibly smart and unbelievably lucky. How fortunate could one be: at her age, she was already a Queen. And those crystal hair! And her weird face that had made Jerry fall insanely in love, so that now he was badly in need of an anti-love-spell vaccination! This newly-made Queen would break his heart, and it would be too late before he knew. 
 
    Hot and lucid rage engulfed her. 
 
    “You, the royalty!” she said with disdain. “You can’t live normal lives, you can’t afford to fall in love. You are the lifeless puppets at the aristocratic theater. Don’t ruin Jerry. He is just an ordinary person, don’t deprive him of simple happiness.” 
 
    The air in the elevator seemed thick, and twanged with tension. Then, all of a sudden, Nikki burst out laughing. 
 
    “Looks like you read too many stories about Kings before bed, Eliza.” 
 
    Only then she noticed that in the meantime the elevator had come alive and was now down on the first floor, with gaping-mouthed students swarming outside. 
 
    Eliza was the first one to burst out, pushing the onlookers aside. 
 
    Nikki got out too. She was making her way through the crowd, followed by the brandished lines: 
 
      
 
    Though other things grow fair against the sun, 
 
    Yet fruits that blossom first will first be ripe… 
 
      
 
    Nikki was walking down the busy passage, thinking feverishly, Why does Eliza think that Jerry stands in my way? 
 
    She stepped into the caf. Jerry was already there, sitting at the table, reading something on his laptop. Nikki took her seat, and when her friend raised his head, she said with a leopard’s roar: 
 
    “Jerry, if I ever see that lovely Eliza anywhere near you…” 
 
    Dzintara approached the table, and Nikki stopped. 
 
    Yet even her silence spoke volumes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Southerners’ Trap 
 
      
 
    Saturday came, but there was not time to relax. After breakfast, Jerry plunged into his essay. Arno Roy, professor of mathematics, told him to describe a case study for integral equations. Jerry decided on application of integro-differential kinetic molecular equation for calculation of Navier-Stokes type hydrodynamics. He had already expanded the kinetic equation with respect to the small parameter and began to look for the first-order solution for the distribution function when there came a knock on the door. 
 
    Jerry frowned. He never let anyone into his room; that was universally known. 
 
    He stepped into the passage, closing the door tight; there were too many photographs in the room that he did not want anyone to see. 
 
    Julia, in green jeans and white blouse, was standing in the passage. 
 
    Yes, of course, the picnic! 
 
    “They’ve sent me to fetch you; everyone is downstairs already.” 
 
    Jerry sighed, thinking of Chapman and Engskog who had developed an excellent method of obtaining hydrodynamics and were now waiting in vain at his desk. 
 
    “Oh, well, let’s go have some fun.” 
 
    Both stayed silent in the elevator, staring in embarrassment into the opposite sides of the cabin. Jerry thought sadly that Nikki, always busy, would not be able to join him anyway – every Saturday she had to fly to Luna City to attend to her royal chores. 
 
    There was no one in the hall. 
 
    “We will catch up with them,” said Julia. “I know where the place is.” 
 
    They began to walk down a path. 
 
    Common goal always brings people closer. 
 
    “Why are you always so sad?” asked Jerry, looking askance at the gloomy girl. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can put it all into simple words,” said Julia with a crooked smile. “I’m the least attractive one of all the co-eds. My body has almost zero sex appeal… I have no idea how one measures it, but the other girls have assured me that I have a minimal amount of… I keep forgetting the stinking word… of charm. I have a sleepy bland face, my nose is thicker than average by twenty percent, my lips are thin and pale… I’m the most jug-eared one on the whole floor… we checked it out…” the girl went on with a merciless smile. 
 
    “You wrong yourself!” Jerry said indignantly. 
 
    “Come on, Jerry, I am really hopeless,” Julia muttered miserably. “I was sent to fetch you because I am considered the safest. We will now get there, and the most beautiful Owls will start to entice you.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to hear about this nonsense,” said Jerry with a frown. “I’d rather you tell me what your essay will be about.” 
 
    “Wow, have you already started working on yours?” said Julia, brightening up. “I want to consider Lotka-Volterra equations for a predator-prey system. With a little bit of generalizing, you can get solutions for strange attractors, and the kinds of curves you get on Poincaré sections are just amazing! I collect computer-generated paintings – sometimes even random program errors produce amazing landscapes!” 
 
    The girl cheered up, her face was shining. 
 
    “You look at those amazing unpremeditated paintings, and feel like a whole new world is opening there, possibly, a new dimension or an unexpected perspective on our universe… All the walls in my room are covered with computer graphics and cyber-landscapes. That’s where my eyes live. But why do we love, even adore some paintings, and the others leave us unperturbed? Does it have to do with adjoint associativity? Or some sort of a genetic link?” 
 
    “And what do you use for visualizing the equation solutions?” Jerry asked with interest. 
 
    “O! I have an incredible math interpreter, designed by my dad. He is an excellent software designer, but a very poor businessman: he failed to sell this device. And I delight in using it: it turns the equations and their solutions into a virtual world, you can even travel there.” 
 
    “Wow! Would you lend me this software? I have to crack one problem that is too much for my poor brain…” 
 
    “Sure! In this program, you can even link the solution space with the real images of the objects described… I can spend hours wandering through the virtual world of  Herzsprung-Russel diagram, watching the blazing stars… and you should see the supernova explosions there!” 
 
    All of a sudden, Jerry took the girl’s hand and placed it on his wrist. 
 
    Julia fell silent. Her hand stayed on top of Jerry’s – scared, twitching. They were walking side by side, arm-in-arm, as if they were a couple. 
 
    “As a man, I must tell you one thing, Julia,” said Jerry. “Any person, and any girl, is more than an assembly of ears, nose and waist; she is a whole, an entity. Neither the face nor the name is a person’s essence, they are a sign that means nothing without the personality, the intellect. I listen to you, and I see a smart charming girl, and I will keep seeing you in the same way even if I  look elsewhere or if we talk on the T-phone. Believe me, your personality is way more important than certain imperfections of your appearance… By the way, take a look at my incredibly prominent nose…” 
 
    Julia giggled nervously. Jerry went on, with conviction, “Happiness does not hide in the shape of your nose or your ears, otherwise plastic surgeons would turn into gods. I guess there are certain individuals that judge the others by appearance only, but I would not go seeking recognition amid such losers, for they would only make your life miserable. And from my personal point of view, you are an absolutely amazing girl,” Jerry finished pointedly. “Would you like me to teach you to dance?” 
 
    Julia exhaled happily, her hand relaxed and even gave Jerry’s wrist a small squeeze. 
 
    “I love the way you talk,” said Julia, “and yet if an incredibly loveable and smart girl has… let’s say… a huge wart on her nose, that will diminish her… eh… social proficiency.” 
 
    “I believe that well-grounded assurance of your beauty is more important than beauty itself,” said Jerry. “Warts and smooth skin come and go, while the cumulative happiness of life is derived from intellect and spirituality.” 
 
    “Why then do you guys always stare at the beauties?” asked Julia with a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “It’s a primitive instinctive response of the bio-apes!” said Jerry defensively. “However, the smarter the guy, the more wary he is of the beautiful girls, for in many of those the early social success kills the desire to improve intellectually. Beauty is a sprinter, intellect is a long-distance runner, and life never passes any fast judgments.” 
 
    “Still,  you are clever… and handsome!” said Julia blushing. 
 
    “I refuse to discuss such nonsense as my good looks,” announced Jerry, while Julia was just smiling, looking him in the face. 
 
    They arrived to the lake spotted with sun. The picnic place was right by a quiet brook. The bamboo grove was beginning to invade the stream, the green knuckled spears were leaning over the slow waters that eventually disappeared in the dark hatchwork of the narrow stems. 
 
    The sophomore Owls were getting their fishing tackle out and lighting the fire on the flat stones that protected the grass against heat. When they spotted Julia, who walked, beaming, hand-in-hand with Jerry, quite a few pulled long faces. 
 
      
 
    The picnic was a success. 
 
    The barbecued meat smelled deliciously of smoke; sprinkled by lemon juice, it was devoured on the spot. No one was keen to kill and gill the lake fish that was caught to the shrieks of delight – a huge mirror carp and a dozen large trout --  and they were all let to swim angrily away. 
 
    The young people played moon tennis to their heart’s delight, smashing the heavy ball with small plastic paddles. 
 
    Jerry did not particularly enjoy the game. He had to do too much pushing away. Not of the ball though. 
 
    When everyone was exhausted, they got together by the fire, and a conversation sprang up. Even though, to converse is a prerogative of old age; young people tend to argue instead. 
 
    A school of yellow leaves was spinning in the lake whirlpool. 
 
    Large fish stuck their heads out of the water, as if listening, while in fact they were grazing on the grass. 
 
    As always, after a few hops and drops, the conversation went back to their studies. 
 
    Borm asked, “Jerry, at that seminar you gave a great demonstration on the four-dimensional tori theorem. How did you learn to get around the multi-dimensional space so well?” 
 
    Everyone was staring at Jerry. He shrugged, took three licked clean barbecue sticks and made an equilateral triangle on the grass. Then he added three more sticks, connecting the center of the triangle with its vertexes. 
 
    “We have here four triangles on a plane, but only one of them is regular. What can we do to make all the four triangles equilateral?” 
 
    No one answered. Julia opened her mouth, then changed her mind. 
 
    Jerry took the ends of the three sticks meeting in the center of the triangle, and pulled them up carefully, turning the flat structure into a three-dimensional one. Now they were looking at a tetrahedron with regular sides. 
 
    “Now all the four triangles are the same!” Thea shrieked in such a delight that Samar, who was stirring the embers with a smoking twig, all but dropped into the fire. 
 
    “Now suppose we connect the four tetrahedron vertices with its center,” Jerry went on. “We will get five pyramids, only one of them being a regular tetrahedron. Suppose we stretch the center-point into yet another dimension… into the space where all the five pyramids turn into regular tetrahedrons… Thus we will get the four-dimensional space that allows the four axes of references stay perpendicular to each other. It is quite simple!” 
 
    “Wow!” said Debbie. “Looks like it’s easier to marry a prince.” 
 
    “Simple and easy are not the same things,” Jerry said with a smile. “But the more you look into the other dimension, the more at home you feel there… It’s quite interesting there: the fourth dimension straightens out our oblate world.” 
 
    “By Sauron’s cataract, you are incredible!” said Julien. 
 
    Someone grumbled, “I feel like sending all these academia to the Martian devils. Professor Roy keeps pestering us with his trajectory calculations. I got so stuck on the orbit of a double star planet that I was lucky to find my way out.” 
 
    The others seemed in agreement. 
 
    “I blew my computer with all that celestial mechanics!” 
 
    “May its silicone nano-ashes rest in peace, scatter them in the space.” 
 
    “Genetics is so tough, and Professor Franklin keeps asking to either chop off a cat’s tail or to breed a three-headed snake.” 
 
    Debbie sighed, “Will we ever grow and get free from those studies and pressures?” 
 
    “Silly, you will only be trapped for real once you grow up,” snorted Julien. “Once you have all those elderly bosses and supervisors. Those who come first always have a priority.” 
 
    Thea said dreamily, “I wish we could find an uninhabited island, outside the reach of all those gaffers, and settle there – just us, the young people!” 
 
    “It’s a great idea, but where do we get enough islands for all of us?” 
 
    “There still are hundreds of uninhabited islands in the Pacific.” 
 
    “The first thing we will do at an uninhabited island – we will elect a leader.” 
 
    “Whatever, he will be young, we can pinch his nose if he misbehaves!” 
 
    The young people by the fire went silent, dazzled by the prospects. 
 
    They were a group of naïve daydreamers. 
 
      
 
    Despite her exhaustion, or rather, because of it, every Sunday morning Nikki would march to the stadium, her wings behind her back. 
 
    “To air my ossified brain!” she would say. 
 
    For a while Jerry used to accompany her, and then left her to do this Sunday flying alone; Nikki was most grateful for his tact. 
 
    Your solitude between the earth and the sky is just yours, it cannot be shared. 
 
    It’s impossible to describe the feeling you get when you leave the ground and soar into the cool morning air; when a thermal current carries you upwards, with power and with ease, as if you are a dry leave; the soul yelps in delight, and even the most exhausted face lights up with a happy smile. 
 
    After the flight Nikki always felt refreshed; the head wind blew all the troubles off her soul. 
 
    AstroNikki was walking along the path towards the stadium, anticipating the experience. 
 
    The wonderful Moon morning had just begun. The grass was silvered by the large drops of dew, the air was filled with juniper fragrance, the birds whistled loudly, flying through the hot rays of the sun. 
 
    The girl reached the launching pad and was about to strap on the wings; all of a sudden she heard, “Miss Greenwich!” 
 
    She turned in disbelief. No less a person than Principal Milic was standing in the Principal’s Box, waving to her invitingly. 
 
    With a silent curse, Nikki approached him, wings in her hands. 
 
    “Let me introduce Prince Wilhelm van Donalds,” said the Principal solemnly. 
 
    A stocky man in his mid-forties, with ginger hair and piercing auburn eyes rose from the table. 
 
    “Delighted to meet you, Your Majesty,” he said officiously. 
 
    Duke John, one of the College’s students whom Nikki knew well, was fidgeting in embarrassment behind his father the Prince. 
 
    The girl sighed. 
 
    It was a trap. 
 
    After Nikki had been proclaimed a Queen, Duke John sent her at least five invitations to visit his Moon castle, but they were all declined. In the last one he had added that his father, the Prince and the heir of the Donalds Dynasty, would be delighted to meet her, yet it did not make her change her mind. 
 
    Yet it looked like Prince Wilhelm was so eager to meet her that he had come all the way to the College and waylaid Nikki with the help of Principal Milic; the latter disappeared, having performed the introductions. 
 
    “Would you like a cup of coffee?” asked the Prince. There was a robot with cups and all the coffee paraphernalia standing by. 
 
    The girl said no. 
 
    “I came over to visit John,” said Prince Wilhelm with a smile, “and my good luck seemed to have secured this meeting with you, something I’ve long been dreaming about.” 
 
    Duke John winced, almost imperceptibly. 
 
    Nikki gave a lukewarm chuckle, “My felicitations on your dream coming true.” 
 
    “I would like to offer my congratulations with such an incredible success,” said Wilhelm with a pleasant mien. The mien had a pink ribbon tied around it, which did not make it less explosive. “It took you almost no time to soar to the very top of the world’s establishment.” 
 
    “What I would like now is to soar over this stadium,” Nikki said impatiently. 
 
    The Prince gave up his pretence. 
 
    “Why don’t we sit down, Your Majesty? There’s something important we need to discuss.” 
 
    Nikki sat down with a sigh, then instructed the coffee-maker, “A double espresso. Martian beans, well-roasted. Three grams of sugar.” 
 
    “At this moment I am acting both on behalf of the Donalds, and as an envoy from all the Southern Dynasties,” said the Prince, cutting to the chase. “We would like to offer you to become our ally.” 
 
    Duke John kept averting his eyes. 
 
    “Could you please list the benefits I would get from such an alliance,” Nikki said brusquely, raising the tiny cup filled with strong coffee to her lips. 
 
    “Well…” The Prince seemed perplexed by the promptness of her reaction, “the dynasties help each other in business, providing it is not against their own interests; protect themselves together against the enemies… eh… run joint projects…” 
 
    “It does not sound too convincing,” summed up the girl. 
 
    The Prince began to fidget. 
 
    “You need to understand, Your Majesty, that an unaffiliated dynasty can easily fall prey to the Northerners…” 
 
    “Or the Southerners,” added Nikki. 
 
    Wilhelm van Donalds gave a tense chuckle. 
 
    “Still, you will have to decide which side to take… I came here knowing that my son likes you a lot…” 
 
    Nikki raised her brows, turned her eyes to the young man, clad in a black suit, and for the first time in her life saw the self-confident, arrogant Duke John blush. 
 
    “He is a smart lad, and an excellent match,” the Prince said smugly, looking at his son. “Once I am crowned, which will be fairly soon – my father’s health, unfortunately, is far from perfect… John will become the Prince and the heir of the whole enormous Donalds Empire. He is an ideal match for someone like you, with your royal status…” 
 
    “Duke John indeed has numerous merits,” agreed Nikki, watching caustically the Duke’s blazing cheeks. “He’s especially good at arranging bachelor parties. However, I have no intention to get married.” 
 
    “There’s no need to rush with the marriage,” said the Prince with a cautious smile. “An official engagement would suffice, as a token of our alliance. And I assure you, there won’t be any more bachelor parties. An engagement is a serious commitment. I have heard about the deplorable incident that took place on your previous visit. The butler who dared be impertinent to you has been fired.” 
 
    “Was he badly hurt?” asked Nikki, addressing Duke John rather than his father. 
 
    “Nothing major,” he said, raising his eyes. “A displaced arm joint and a broken nose.” 
 
    “I did wrong,” Nikki said penitently. “I should have just knocked him unconsciousness.” 
 
    Prince van Donalds winced. 
 
    “These trifles do not deserve your attention. What would you say regarding my offer?” 
 
    “Do you mean the political alliance or the engagement?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “These two go hand in hand,” said the Prince. “All the political alliances between dynasties are based on personal and family ties.” 
 
    “That’s the problem,” Nikki said with a sigh. “Your intimate circle includes people like King Simmons, the compulsive collector of exotic trivia.” 
 
    Prince Wilhelm began to fidget angrily. 
 
    “No one forces these girls to sign contracts.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it particularly disgusting,” said Nikki. “To reduce a human being to such a condition, without using hot tongs! Psychological pressure turns a person not only into a victim, but into an accomplice in a crime against herself. And thus the injury to her soul becomes permanent.” 
 
    “You are too strict and uncompromising,” frowned the Prince. 
 
    “I am too soft, I only wish I had left that collector with a couple of fractured bones, since I had such an excellent opportunity!” Nikki said without a trace of irony. 
 
    “King Simmons is a distant relative,” said van Donalds the Senior. 
 
    “It makes it even worse,” sighed Nikki. 
 
    “You still don’t know what sorts of individuals there are amid the Northern kings,” the Duke said gloomily. 
 
    Nikki shrugged, then turned to Wilhelm. 
 
    “Please give my regards to your younger brother Arnold.” 
 
    The Prince raised his brows: 
 
    “I will. Do you know him?” 
 
    “Slightly. Could I marry him?” Nikki asked without a smile.   
 
    The Prince exchanged terse looks with his son. 
 
    “Yes, theoretically speaking,” Wilhelm said slowly, “but Arnold does not stand a chance of becoming a King.” 
 
    “That’s what I find attractive,” nodded Nikki. 
 
    Duke John decided to step into this dead-end negotiation. 
 
    “Father, could I please have a word with her?” he begged. 
 
    The girl exhaled, looked at the stadium. The box was overhanging the stands, almost like a swallow’s nest, and seemed to be floating in the shimmering, warming air. 
 
    “Nikki,” Duke John said passionately once they were alone, “I beg you, forget all those old misunderstandings. They are nothing in comparison to the feelings I have for you. And I am sure you won’t say that you feel absolutely nothing for me!” 
 
    “I won’t,” Nikki agreed promptly. 
 
    “There you go!” Duke John exclaimed excitedly. “Nikki, you are an amazing girl, I have never met anyone like you. You must know that I have changed completely after… I won’t disappoint you, just give me a chance!” 
 
    The Duke hazel eyes were looking at her plaintively, while his long straight raven-black hair was flying elegantly in the wind around his pale handsome face. 
 
    Nikki was looking at Duke John closely, failing to find the right words. 
 
    “Your Majesty, what will be your answer to my… to our offer?” asked the Prince, coming back. 
 
    “I will think it over,” the girl said evenly. 
 
    “Those who don’t become our friends, automatically turn into our enemies.” The Prince scowled, for the first time. “I hope you will think that over too, Your Majesty. The Southern Dynasties Alliance has a special service responsible for political and financial… eh… re-orientation of the independent dynasties. Sooner or later all the newcomers come to understand that the independence chimera is a glutton, you cannot feed it on your own. If you don’t come up with the answer in due time, you will be treated in quite a different way.” 
 
    There was an obvious clinking of metal in Prince Wilhelm’s voice. 
 
    This clinking was not a good idea… Nikki stood up. 
 
    “Thanks for the coffee, gentlemen, I’m off!” 
 
    The Prince and his son, sitting by the table, were unintentionally blocking the exit. 
 
    Nikki chuckled, jumped up on the barrier and threw herself down, into the emptiness of the stadium’s expanse. Duke John sprang to his feet and shouted something. 
 
    She did not hear. With a bang, the wings caught the air and spread; yet her speed, without a run, was too small – Nikki dipped all the way to the bleachers before she managed to accelerate and soar away from the steep slope of the stands. 
 
    It was a risky trick, but no less dangerous than negotiating with the aristocrats.  
 
    She soared all the way to the dome, and decided that she would never go down as long as there was a single Prince, or a Duke, on the surface – may Saturn devour them all! 
 
      
 
    Jerry walked into Nikki’s room. To his amazement, she was sitting in front of the TV-screen, something the busy girl could hardly ever afford. He stared at the screen – police was trying to scatter a rally. Tear gas grenades were flying, in response stones were banging against the transparent shields, rubber bludgeons were smashing the plastic posters, hammered against the heads and the shoulders, sparkling with shock discharges. The swift moves and the shouting of the crowd radiated hatred; it enveloped the fighters, permeating the air with poisonous smog. 
 
    A man in black was standing on top of a parked car. An amplifier in his hand, he was encouraging the raving crowd, “God made Man in His likeness! He made him in God’s likeness! To change the man’s divine image is a Sin! It is arrogance! It is sacrilege! Last Judgment is coming, and only! Those who are meek and mild will be saved!” 
 
    The crowd shrieked back. 
 
    “Why are the meek and mild throwing such a tantrum?” asked Jerry. 
 
    “They are protesting against the law on genetic modifications. And the police is keeping them away from the UN building.” 
 
    “Why not let them come and speak their mind?” asked Jerry with a frown. 
 
    “They are not just rallying; they have already destroyed a famous genetic laboratory on the Cold Spring Island in the Atlantic, and lynched two researchers. One is dead, another one hospitalized.” 
 
    “This is horrible!” shuddered Jerry. 
 
    “The analysts forecast that soon it will be a commonplace occurrence, not even a newsmaker. The world is falling apart… I am also against the genetic modifications law, but when I see these protesters, I feel creepy…” 
 
    Nikki switched off the TV, and asked, “Robbie, how’s the list doing? Have you figured out who compiled it?” 
 
    “Not yet. Analyzing the notes by Jerry’s father, I came to suspect that he got the list from a fellow-scientist. Most probably, the list was put together at Darnegi Center where Jerry’s father worked for quite a while. It is quite possible that there’s no direct connection between those who made this list and the murderers – the former are just researchers whose discoveries came to be misused.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    “One point half sigma probability – by one of the Southern Dynasties. Several years ago Darnegi Center was purchased by Zoroastr Inc that most probably belongs to one of the Southerners. However, it is hard to find out which particular dynasty owns Zoroastr Inc.” 
 
    “Keep working, Robbie. We will think, too, which is the best way to approach this… Do you think that the police files on the murders of people from this list would help?” 
 
    “They would, but do keep in mind that detective work is a licensed sphere of modeling.” 
 
    Nikki said thoughtfully, “I feel sorry for all the people on this creepy list, both dead and alive…” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jerry. “Because they are all in danger?” 
 
    “Because they are all doomed… If you are on this list, it means that you are a key figure of the future, an instrument for changing the world… That brings, inevitably, the burden of responsibility. Einstein was a pacifist, but faced with  the threat of the Nazis coming up with a nuclear bomb, he had to throw the weight of his authority on the political scale and support the idea of designing nuclear weapons. It brought forth Hiroshima and Nagasaki… I believe that every person on this list will once be both praised and cursed. A major action or invention never stays positive or neutral. It always has the dark, negative side, it always overrides human fates.” 
 
    “Suppose you don't do anything? Your name is on the key people list, but you wash your hands?” 
 
    “That is even worse. That’s what makes this list so horrible: once your name is there, both your action or inaction would generate a thunderous echo. Poor thing, you are now a Gulliver amid the Lilliputians. However carefully you tread, you will still break someone’s back.” 
 
    “I don’t like it. It’s a hellish list.” 
 
    “Not a single normal human would like it.” 
 
      
 
    At their intellectual culture class Professor Exmine was speaking about the art of debate. 
 
    “It is a broad and most thrilling topic, yet I will narrow it down to analyzing a debate amid two intellectual counterparts with a good sense of humor.” 
 
    The Professor strolled up and down the room, and said with a sigh, “A debate is a fencing dialogue conducted to a set of rules. It makes no sense to discuss anything with an opponent who do not recognize the duel code. If you challenge the traders at a village vegetable market with My Lords! Are there any opponents of linguistic relativity concept here?  you will have to bear the consequences. There will be no debate, you will only get the inarticulate cabbage stalks of popular rage thrown back at you.” 
 
    “Are there any rules in a debate?” came an astonished voice. 
 
    The Professor nodded. 
 
    “The number one rule of a verbal duel is an overdose of venom and an overdose of politeness. There are a lot of hidden nuances in the art of polemics: role masks, an ability to lose brilliantly, “a strike with a fork”. In my book, The Art of Polemics, there's a comprehensive  list of poignant ambiguities…” 
 
    “Could you give us a simple example?” asked Samar. 
 
    The Professor shifted his gaze to a back bench, where the fat Dragon, the owner of the notorious cyber crow, was sitting. 
 
    “Let’s consider the classical implication, You are a cretin!” 
 
    The class burst out laughing, while the Dragon went purple. 
 
    “The standard answer, No, you are a cretin,  shows that both interlocutors belong to the same cretinous species. A better answer would be, In the company of those who are as brilliant as you are, Sir, I prefer to be a cretin! Formally, you support the thesis of the bully, yet you turn the situation upside down in such a venomous and polite way that the others will have no doubts as to which one of the two is the true cretin.” 
 
    “Does that mean that, once I read your book, I will get the upper hand in all the disputes?” came an excited cry. 
 
    “No, never!” Exmine said, bewildered. “There are disputes where you cannot get the upper hand. In any vital polemics – such as the widely discussed law on genetic modifications – none of the sides can get the upper hand, because the loser would find the defeat unbearable. And thus the resources of civilized polemics would soon be exhausted, with pure deductions and witticisms being replaced by the filthy  arguments of blackmail and war.” 
 
    “What do you mean by losing brilliantly?” came an intrigued voice from the audience. 
 
    “It is impossible to win each and every round of a debate,” explained the Professor. “If you feel that you are losing, don’t persist, you'll only be pitied and laughed at; it is better to acknowledge your defeat, with perfect timing and congeniality. And then, condescendingly or patronizingly, even better – with genuine amazement, praise your opponent for his success. You will definitely mar his joy of victory.” 
 
    The Professor was teasing and nudging them all the time: almost each of his statements was sprinkled with sarcasm.  
 
    “Why do you keep joking?”  Mitr the Stag, a very serious boy, asked finally. 
 
    “A word that cannot sting is just a fly. Besides, jokes come easy from the old snake, that is me.” 
 
    Giving a student a low grade, Professor Exmine liked to mutter, “You will feel the gratitude later!” thus causing an additional surge of emotions in the already upset student. It was exactly the effect that the Professor, the venomous adder, was aiming at. 
 
    Exmine loved tests and provocations – here he was addressing the audience, “I am challenging you.” Professor paused. “Your challenge is to provide an appropriate answer! Sense of humor is important, but argumentation is even more!” 
 
    The students began to fidget, their faces went terse – for the sake of better mental concentration. 
 
    “If you are so smart, why are you so poor?” threw the Professor arrogantly into the room. 
 
    A silence. Each and every one was racking the void of his brain: which is the best way to counter Sir Exmine? 
 
    “A smart person is too wise to fall into the trap of wealth,” Nikki said all of a sudden. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Exmine, faking disbelief quite convincingly. “Most hearts nurture envy for the wealthy.” 
 
    “It is even worse to be silly than to be wealthy,” nodded Nikki. “But a wise heart is full of pity for the wealthy.” 
 
    “Why should we feel pity for those people who have a lot of money and a lot of opportunities to spend it?” countered Exmine. 
 
    “Spending money is hard work that takes up all of your time,” said the girl with a smile. “Wealth devours your life.” 
 
    “But all the people dream of becoming rich, so that they could party through the rest of their lives,” said the Professor. 
 
    “Idlers stay dead throughout their long lives,” countered Nikki. 
 
    Voldemar joined in, “This idea comes from Thomas Fuller, a historian and a biographer.” 
 
    The Professor asked in surprise, discarding his mask of a polemist. 
 
    “Why, then, did you choose to become so rich? Aren't you sorry for yourself?” 
 
    The students looked with interest at the young Queen. 
 
    “I do,” said Nikki in a low, earnest voice. “It is a sacrifice.” 
 
    All of a sudden, her voice faltered. 
 
    The students began to whisper. No one felt like laughing. 
 
    Professor Exmine took a close look at the girl and said, “Miss Greenwich, you’ve convinced me. And you deserve The Wise Silver Snake!” 
 
    The audience went abuzz. Before, the students had only managed to earn the honorary titles of a Copper Grass Snake, Iron Slug and the insulting Rubber Toadpole. 
 
    The Professor walked up on podium and came back with the rare prize, the curved snake. 
 
    “I award you the honorary title of the Silver Snake… with sapphire eyes!” Exmine added, unable to restrain himself. After all, the intellectualist was a connoisseur of female beauty! 
 
      
 
    A day later Principal Milic made an announcement that the College now had an in-house psychologist and psychoanalyst.  
 
    “In the way of introduction, Dr. Frostman will conduct a private interview with each of you,” said Principal Milic, nodding at a bulky gray-haired bespectacled man in a baggy suit and badly crumpled bright tie. The doctor had a profoundly lined face, his chin was all bumpy with age. 
 
    Nikki just glanced at the College’s new employee and went back to her thoughts and her breakfast. Yet, on the same day, she was forced to make Dr. Frostman’s acquaintance. 
 
    The Principal’s centaur came to fetch her, and to personally escort to the office of the in-house psychoanalyst.  
 
    “I am delighted to see you, Miss Greenwich!” Dr. Frostman uttered this cordial phrase with such nonchalance that Nikki immediately went on the alert. 
 
    The doctor lit a cigarette and became engulfed in clouds of stringy smoke. The ventilators were working hard, yet the reek of burning grass made Nikki wince. 
 
    A measured  irritating tick-tock was coming from a gadget on the doctor’s desk. 
 
    “As you pass by an open door of a stranger’s room,” Dr. Frostman asked all of a sudden, “would you turn your head to look in?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” shrugged Nikki. “I guess I wouldn’t. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I am trying to reveal your stimuli pattern,” said the doctor coldly, “the one that makes you such a problem.” 
 
    “Why do you see me as a problem?” 
 
    It was hard to talk with the doctor. He was making his own choices as to which questions to answer. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I see in you. What matters is what you are.” 
 
    “So, what am I?” 
 
    “A case study.” 
 
    “Which means that I am the reason you are here.” 
 
    “I like smart people,” said the doctor complacently. “Silly people have to be nudged and stirred; it is easier with the smart ones, they run on their own accord, all it takes is to steer them.” 
 
    “I am afraid that, for you, I will indeed turn into a problem,” said Nikki, simply and non-emphatically. 
 
    “I am only summoned to resolve serious problems. I analyze them and find solutions, or offer suggestions as to the best solution. That’s what I am paid for.” 
 
    “And who’s paying here?” 
 
    “Do you indeed believe that I will answer this question?” chuckled the doctor, still eyeing Nikki intently. “However, I will answer. I was hired by the Board of Trustees, to improve the psychological climate at the College.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with the climate?” 
 
    “That’s what I am now trying to figure out.” 
 
    The doctor lit up yet another cigarette, and blissfully exhaled a cloud of smoke that went all the way to Nikki. She winced demonstratively. 
 
    “Why do you smoke so much?” 
 
    “For a number of reasons. First of all, I like it. Second, to smoke is a weakness, everyone knows that. Subconsciously, you put me down as a weak person, and that gives me an advantage. Third, you don’t like the smoke. You are disgusted, thrown off balance, and thus rendered more vulnerable. 
 
    “I would not count on my vulnerability,” said Nikki with a chilly smile. “A lot of people have tried to break me, without much success.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the sheep from the Board of Trustees?” asked the doctor with a negligent wave. “They were helpless against such an opponent, and it was so obvious that they required the assistance of a professional. The best one in his field. That’s why I am here.” 
 
    “Why then are you so frank?” asked Nikki in bewilderment. 
 
    “Because I value the simple yet effective way of  intimidation,” said Dr. Frostman, unperturbed. “Beginning with this day, you will often think about me. Very often. You are absolutely natural, besides, you have never been confronted by a truly smart person. You are good at using your fists, the swords and other silly material objects. They will be of no use here.” 
 
    “Does that mean, Doctor, that you are my enemy?” asked Nikki point-blank. 
 
    “No, not at all!” All of a sudden, the doctor flashed a charming smile. “I am here to help you! Your situation is more dangerous than you can imagine. I would never harm you! I am a doctor, true to my Oath of Hippocrates. Yes, indeed, I am prepared to go an extra mile to kick you out of your self-sufficiency balance that makes you ignore all the external stimuli. You are proud and self-assured, powerful and altruistic – this condition precludes from conducting an efficient dialogue. Trust me,  and let’s have an unhurried conversation about you… No one will know what we were talking about, it will be strictly confidential. You will feel better, I assure you. You’ve been living alone for such a long time… you were stressed out by mortal danger… you need someone to share your sad… dark… secret thoughts with…” 
 
    The gadget on the table was ticking louder and louder. 
 
    The doctor’s voice enwrapped her hypnotically, and it was not to be trusted! It was trustworthy. Too trustworthy to be sincere! 
 
    Bracing her will, Nikki shook off the trance, stood up abruptly, walked to the door and turned, “You have quite a job, Doctor! Have you ever failed? Have you ever offered a wrong solution?” 
 
    “Never,” Dr. Frostman said simply. “You are a tough problem, but I will find a solution. As always.” 
 
    “There’s an end to each and every ‘always’!” Nikki walked out. 
 
    She was impressed by the doctor. His words and his manners testified to strong and ruthless intellect, cynically employed by the Mowgli’s enemies, still unknown and always present. 
 
    So, now she had a personal warden at the college, an unbelievably cunning one! What sort of trouble was she to expect from these quarters? 
 
    The girl walked into her room. A message was blinking on the screen, a one-line message: 
 
    Congratulations with your title, Queen! I love you. Watch out for trouble. 
 
    “Who’s now in love with me?” Nikki stared at the online address of the sender, and raised her brows. It was a message from an Einsteinian, judging by the standard part of the address, but there was a blank instead of the name. Nikki had never seen such an unusual address before. A blank. Space. Nothing. Cosmos. Emptiness. 
 
    “Who’s that fellow in love with me?” she asked Robbie. 
 
    “Identification failed,” answered her friend. 
 
    Nikki wrote, Who are you? and pushed the reply button. 
 
    The Online Messenger’s answer came right away: 
 
    No matching address found. Delivery failed. 
 
    “How did you deliver me a message from a non-existing address?” exclaimed Nikki and turned to the coffee pot to pour herself a cup. A beep came from behind. She turned round – the mysterious addressee sent  a reply to her undelivered message! 
 
    I am an observer. I keep watching you. Keep thinking about you. 
 
    I hate anonymous jokes! Introduce yourself! Nikki typed in. 
 
    I cannot. I have no name, answered the screen, and then the communication was severed. Nikki shrugged and threw this unduly mysterious collocutor out of her head. 
 
    The Space got back to her a few days later. The screen flashed, You cannot triumph over Evil by just destroying it. It has to be replaced by Good, or you will end up with moral vacuum. 
 
    Why do you write to me? asked Nikki. 
 
    You are my chance. I want to help you. 
 
    How can you help? 
 
    I am much older and wiser than you. Which is bad, for you don’t understand me. 
 
    The Voice did not add anything. 
 
    “Who’s this weird talker?” asked Nikki.  
 
    Robbie replied, “I fail to put together a reliable psychological portrait of this person. I believe though that it is neither a human nor a computer.” 
 
    “That sounds intriguing. Do I have a pixie for an admirer? Or could the Voice be a joke by Dr. Frostman? In this case, these messages bode no good.” 
 
    Robbie answered with conviction, “My analysis shows that the author of these messages is quite well-meaning. But not particularly straightforward.” 
 
    “Well, let him go on then. I’ve heard that well-meaning people tend to prefer anonymity.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Dark Cosmos 
 
      
 
    In November, Nikki invited Jerry to come to Schrodinger with her. As they were traveling through the tunnel, Jerry kept looking sidewards at the dark gaping  passages, while Mowgli ignored them. 
 
    They strolled along the town’s Main Street, a faithful imitation of the Middle Ages, turned randomly into a side lane and discovered a huge pavilion, a castle with a flashing sign, Ministry of Magic. 
 
    “Wow!” said Jerry excitedly. “It is a Harry Potter magic supplies store!” 
 
    “I still haven’t read the book,” said Nikki. 
 
    The two friends walked through a stone arch, pushed aside a threadbare curtain. They were met by a young shop assistant, a gentleman with a clean-shaven head and a freckled smile. 
 
    “Come in!” he was babbling away, “You will enjoy it no end! We use the most hi-tech nano electronics in our merchandize, while my name is Stan.” 
 
    Waving his hands invitingly, the assistant turned his back to them. A nasty red-eyed mask of either a human or a snake was sticking out of his crown. 
 
    “Why are you staring at me, you dirty muggles?” squeaked the human snake, flashing its narrow eyes, and then grumbled, “To get so low! Once the whole world used to stand in fear of me, and now I am just a junior salesman. I demand an increase!” 
 
    “What's your name?” Nikki asked the assistant’s watchful crown. 
 
    “You must name me no names,” muttered the mask, “may they all choke on the snake’s milk!” 
 
    The shelves were packed with stuff Nikki could make neither head nor tail of. There were bunches of twigs attached to well-polished poles, mummified hands holding candles; weird silver appliances that were puffing smoke and chessboards where the pieces were fighting and waving their tiny blades. 
 
    On the floor there were barrels full of gold coins and a huge trunk with dark red crystals. A label was hanging askance, “Philosopher’s Stones, for eternal life and wealth, 60 cent. Two for a dollar!” 
 
    A handful of pins were blinking on a tray, “I am a Death Eater,” “I Love Harry Potter!” “I Adore Professor Snape!” A wig with large curls was hanging off a peg, labeled “Rita Skeeter’s Scalp,” a doll in a pink top was squatting by, “Professor Ambridge.” 
 
    Jerry seemed to enjoy browsing through the masks: “Cat Hermione”… “Mad-Eye Moody”… “Happy Inferius”… and then gasped – the black-faced Hermione bit his finger and then gave him a charming smile, the beast. Next to him his friend, the human snake, was blinking angrily at a grey-bearded wisely-smiling mask, “Darling Dumbledore.” 
 
    “We have an excellent choice of magic wands!” exclaimed the assistant. “From the simple Avada Kedavra ones to the most sophisticated, with built-in processors and holographic projectors. “Finger of Veela” can blow purple bubbles, rainbow rays and even summon Patronus!” 
 
    Nikki, oblivious, was still smiling, just in case. Burning candles were sailing through the air, same as the winged balls and a red-and-golden phoenix. The girl caught one of the candles. Judging by its small weight, it was filled with helium and contained a drop of isotope paint. 
 
    “This Sneakoscope lights up when someone is telling lies!” Stan went on. 
 
    A small ball was ablaze all the time, obviously reacting to the assistant’s words. 
 
    Nikki spotted the familiar ragged hat. 
 
    “Wow!” she said, “The Old Leather Hat!” 
 
    “Hi!” said the hat, opening its black lopsided mouth. “Problems of choice? Should we chat?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to the old bugger,” a dull six-foot-tall mirror said sweetly, “Come here, I will show you all your dreams!” 
 
    Banging came from inside a huge egg on the adjacent shelf, the egg began to rock. Finally a piece of the spotted shell flew off, and fire flashed from inside. After the fire came a tiny dragon with a spiked muzzle. It looked around and, with a dirty curse, went back inside the egg, banging the shell shut. 
 
    Jerry was as happy as they make them, looking at all these magic goods, while Nikki had no idea what “knitted bladders,’ “wrackspurts” and “fanged Frisbees” might mean. She took a look at the “Pimple Vanisher”, tried to figure out how the Invisibility Cloak worked, but soon gave up. 
 
    “It's all packed with sophisticated electronics,” said Jerry. “Technologies managed to turn the Harry Potter magic artifacts into real toys!” 
 
    “Try out legendary rides!” the assistant went enticing them. The crown mask sighed and rolled its eyes. 
 
    “The most popular one is the Ride Down the Sewage. Blow Up Auntie Marge is another good one. And we  have to drag some of our visitors away from Kick Malfoy game.” 
 
    Stan was waving his hands so hard he took off the ground. 
 
    “The Erupting WC Ride will make you roar with laughter. And our latest addition, Voldemort’s Rejuvenating Bath, is even popular amid the adults.” 
 
    The assistant pointed at a separate showcase, “I would also recommend our innovative household utensils: Dementor’s Kiss portable AC, Ooze of Bubotuber healing ointment and Troll’s Snivel super glue. 
 
    Stan waved a couple of books, “This is a mesomorphic plan of Luna City called Marauders’ Map, and a talking weekly, Riddle’s Diary!” 
 
    A milky ghost appeared in the air, its head dropping to the side. The specter was holding it up by one ear. 
 
    “Come and visit our coffee shop!” said the friendly ghost in an ancient outfit. “I would love to see how live people eat.” 
 
    “How’s life, Nearly Headless Nick?” asked Jerry. 
 
    “It's a tactless question,” the ghost said arrogantly. “This can hardly be called life.” 
 
    Followed by the assistant and the ghost, Nikki and Jerry moved to the coffee shop. 
 
    In the center of the pavilion there stood a ten-foot railway station with tracks. A red engine emitted a whistle and rattled away for a picturesque lakeside castle. The driver was peeping out of the cabin, squinting his piercing tin eyes. 
 
    Issues of Daily Prophet and Witch Weekly were lying on the tables. 
 
    The glittering bar was packed with bottles of strange drinks: Butterbeer, Unicorn’s Blood, and the even more suspicious Armadillo Bile. Nikki found the snacks even more dubious, peppermint toads and vomit candies. 
 
    There were Beef Stew with Claws and Black’s Rat Pudding. 
 
    There was a separate display called Ghost Ball Delicacies. Nikki saw the flatbreads on the trays stir and said hastily, “I am not hungry!” 
 
    A gargoyle was sitting by the entrance to the Cyber Magic department, engulfed in a conversation with a huge spider. Both tried to offer a smile to the visitors; at the second try, the gargoyle dislocated its jaw. 
 
    Here, pop-eyed pixies wrapped in towels and gnomes with gnarled bold crowns were wandering. A little man was soaring above, pointing a water bomb at them, yet he would not throw it, the meanie. 
 
    A goblin with pointed ears, a centaur and a three-headed-dog were playing dice, waiting for the new owners to pick them up. A basilisk labeled Portable Model was watching closely and hissed at every bad move. It was not allowed to take part in the game, being armless and pawless.  
 
    “Buy me please!” a brown-eyed female pixie addressed the friends. “I will be your best servant.” 
 
    “No, me, I am six months newer than her!” said a green-eyed domestic. The pixie gave a mean shriek and tripped the domestic. It went down with a bang, bending its long nose against the floor; yet it sprang up and said hastily, “This does not count! I have an excellent stabilizer. It’s just that my main gyroscope is switched off right now.” 
 
    The empty suit of armor laughed and coughed.  
 
    Red salamanders and tiny blue imps were sweeping the floor, arguing about the most efficient way of garbage disposal. 
 
    “You are always welcome back, you dirty muggles,” croaked the snakeman mask, addressing their backs. It was the version for the youngest consumers, with the legally limited choice of expletives. 
 
    The two friends left the Ministry through a door inside a large fireplace. Having walked a couple of blocks, they found themselves on the concrete Moon Plaza: a hollow space with a hissing fountain in the center and lawns on the sides. The Schrodinger’s main business center, seven floors high, towered at the side of the square. 
 
    Nikki asked Jerry, “Do you like it here?” 
 
    “It’s not bad,” Jerry said with a nod. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    With a mysterious smile – typically secretive! – Nikki led him inside the building; they saw a notice  announcing that office space was available for rent at the freshly renovated fourth and fifth floors. 
 
    The girl asked the young clerk who rushed to welcome them to show her the space. 
 
    She liked the corner office on the fourth floor, it was paneled with golden yew; Nikki sprawled contentedly in a white leather chair by a wide lacquered  desk with intricate woodcarving. 
 
    “This is a very expensive office,” said the clerk gingerly. “And it is only available together with the two adjacent rooms.” 
 
    “How many offices are there on this floor?” 
 
    “Fifty two.” The clerk was obviously annoyed and reluctant to waste his time on  showing the two teenagers around. 
 
    “How many are there on the two floors?” 
 
    “One hundred and ten!” The young employee was spending the last coins of his patience. 
 
    “Who’s in charge of drafting the lease contract? You?” asked Nikki, oblivious to his nervousness. 
 
    “The premises manager,” he answered, frowning even harder. 
 
    “Summon him and tell him to bring all the necessary paperwork – I’m leasing both floors for three years.” Nikki sprawled in her new armchair. 
 
    The employee went numb, and then moved cautiously to the door, his eyes on the weird visitors. 
 
    “Could I also ask you to fetch some mineral water?”  Nikki added. “The colder the better.” 
 
    The clerk either nodded or stumbled in the doorway; then he was gone. 
 
    The girl looked at the window that faced Schrodinger’s only park. The view was fine. Not as good as at the College, but still. 
 
    Jerry asked with disbelief, “So, you’ve selected the location for Greenwich Center? Does that mean that Mr. Diemens has already extracted something from the Insurance Fund?” 
 
    Nikki smiled triumphantly. 
 
    “One hundred million! And it’s just the beginning. Congratulations, Jerry, all the worries about the tuition fees are over.” 
 
    “And my congratulations too,” said Jerry with a smile. “So, you have founded Greenwich Center, we need to celebrate it.” 
 
    The girl nodded, “We sure do. Once the Center is officially registered, we are going to have a grand party – there’s a reception room on a different floor, big enough for two or three hundred guests.” 
 
    Jerry’s idea of a celebration was way less grand, but he just sighed, raising no objections. A Queen always knows best how to rule her kingdom. 
 
    “The first employee of the Center will be a detective,” Nikki said all of a sudden. “Finally we have the money to start an inquiry into the death of our parents. We need a licensed, experienced professional who would be able to track down the murderers.”  
 
    “He could also look into the deaths of other people from the 88 List,” Jerry said with a frown. 
 
    “Certainly, for this list is a proof that all these things are connected… and, possibly, we only have one single adversary.” The Queen sighed. “Even though we still have no idea why he is after us.” 
 
    Everything was now entangled in an inextricable knot. 
 
    An enemy had attacked the Stranger and kept trying to take her life. Or to destroy Robbie? 
 
    Someone had killed Jerry’s parents and was now after his dad’s theory. 
 
    There was the secret list with the name of Jerry’s father, and of a Martian scholar, a colleague of Nikki’s parents. 
 
    The young queen looked closely at her friend. 
 
    “Once we figure out who is the enemy, it will be the hardest time for both of us…” 
 
    Nikki’s life on the asteroid had been so happy and carefree! 
 
    There was just one problem, to survive. 
 
    “We’ll deal with it,” said Jerry all too confidently, for he had long fallen under the evil spell of the asteroider.  
 
      
 
    A quote from an old textbook adorned the wall of the astronomy class, Once we discover a principle, the only true and the simplest one, it looks so obvious that we are left without a single doubt: the Universe is structured in such and such way, it has to be structured this way, it cannot be otherwise. But how do we discover this principle?.. No doubt, one day the door will fly open, and we will see the dazzling mechanism of the world’s dynamics, in all its splendor and simplicity. 
 
    The eye glided over the familiar quote. People almost never pause to consider the structuring of the world where they live. 
 
    The class had just began, and Jerry was busy fighting off sleep. The lecturer’s voice alternatively went up or disappeared behind the horizon. 
 
    “The astronomers had discovered an amazing fact…” 
 
    Jerry’s sleepy head dropped off his shoulders, he managed to catch it at the very last moment. 
 
    “The observed speed of galactic rotation turned to be too high to be balanced off by the gravity of the visible stars.” 
 
    “How do I balance my head so that it won’t fall?” Jerry thought listlessly. 
 
    “What keeps billions of stars, including the Sun, inside the Galaxy? Why wouldn’t they fly away, the way stones fly from a sling? The balance of the Milky Way has been explained by the additional force that pulls the stars towards the Galaxy’s center, supplementing the regular gravity. But where does this mysterious force come from? The scientists, the treasure-hunters, keep searching, but still cannot find the missing ‘dark matter’ composed of hypothetical particles.” 
 
    “Why should I care?” Jerry’s brain was almost in a stupor. 
 
    “The physicists, the ‘modifiers,’ believe that gravitation theory should be updated, that gravitational force at galactic distances should be increased…” 
 
    Jerry's sleep-deprivation was the result of his work at the Greenwich Center where he was hacking his way through his dad’s equations, trying to build a simulation model for history lines. His main assistant was Tammy, Robbie’s twin sister. The structure of his intellect had been successfully transferred to yet another A9 platform, and they had a special dinner to celebrate the birth of the baby girl. Tammy's intellect was identical to Robbie's, yet she got a different name and a female voice. She plunged into the social modeling project headlong, and thus her lifeline, independent of her brother’s, had begun. The electronic intellect was most useful, but still there was too much work to be done. Nothing could save Tammy’s biological partner from classroom sleepiness, neither the revitalizing chewing gum nor the occasional shifts of the body weight. Even a pin he kept sticking into his knee would only bring a temporary onset of wakefulness. 
 
    “There is additional gravity inside the Solar System too, which was discovered through the anomalous deceleration of the ancient spacecrafts, the Pioneers. This excess of heliocentric gravity, called the Pioneer Effect, is fairly minor, but it cannot be  explained by Newton’s or Einstein’s mechanics…” 
 
    Jerry gave up and nodded off. Once in a while Nikki nudged him, but only scattered words reached the boy’s weary brain. 
 
    “Should we regard the amazing Pioneer Effect as a manifestation of the ‘dark matter’?” 
 
    Once the lecture was over, Nikki woke Jerry up and dragged him outside – not to  the caf for lunch, but to the woods. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Jerry asked curiously, but Nikki would not let him go until she brought him to the deserted tennis court and seated him on the bleachers. 
 
    “Jerry! You’ve slept through some most important things!” Nikki’s eyes sparkled, her face was flushed. 
 
    “What was that I’d slept through?” asked Jerry in a quarrelsome voice. It’s always unpleasant to admit that you’ve missed something interesting. 
 
    “Did you get the essence of the Pioneer Effect?” 
 
    “Eh… no,” he admitted. 
 
    “Now listen, and don’t sleep!” exclaimed Nikki. 
 
    “I won’t,” promised Jerry. “So far, I have never slept while listening to you. But there’s always the first time.” 
 
   
  
 

 “There's a strange type of gravity in our planetary system, directed towards the Sun. The most amazing thing is that, as a rule, gravity depends on the radius -- we know this from the inverse-square law, while this mysterious force is CONSTANT!” 
 
    “It's weird!” agreed the young man. “Unless there's some sort of a galactic hydrogen head wind blowing towards the Pioneer.” 
 
    “The deceleration was the same for both Pioneers flying away from the Sun in two opposite directions.” 
 
    “This is weirder and weirder!” said Jerry, even more amazed. “I guess I should not have been snoring away at that lecture, but it was really too much…” 
 
    “This phenomenon affects the small solid bodies, such as the Pioneers, but has almost no impact on Earth or Mars, otherwise the celestial mechanics would long be raising havoc…” 
 
    “Do you have any explanation for this phenomenon?” asked Jerry suspiciously, now fully awake. 
 
    “Robbie and I have been considering a model of the Universe with  variable mass, we haven’t even touched on the dark matter in the galaxies and the circumstellar phenomenon of the Pioneer. And today it occurred to me, could our model possibly explain those local wonders too? And then it dawned on me! By Andromeda, if you follow all the steps of the collapse of a universe, everything becomes clear!” 
 
    Nikki ruffled her transparent hair, creating a nebula around her head. 
 
    “There’s not enough space in the contracting world, so star clusters begin to collide. A fiery cloud of stars shimmers above those who live in the merging galaxies, and then the sky is criss-crossed by two milky ways.” 
 
    The girl was speaking vacantly, staring into  space. 
 
    “The smaller the Universe, the brighter is the night sky for its inhabitants. They can even see the stars during the day. The sky is lit up by the chandeliers of globular clusters, with the circular nebulae of the stellar explosions. Three deaths descend from space: one cold, one fiery, one invisible.” 
 
    Uttering the words slowly, Nikki was moving her inner eye from one object to the other, registering its fate in the contracting universe. 
 
    “An alien star bursts into a solar system, jerks a planet off its orbit and sends it into the cold of the interstellar space. The world deprived of its sun is doomed to freeze to death. The atmosphere descends on the planet in the last spooky snowfall, huge flakes of frozen air, several feet wide, bury the recently flourishing cities…” 
 
    The girl was directing her thought as a flashlight in a dark room. Her eyes were ablaze with the glow of space catastrophes. 
 
    “The fiery death is fast: the alien star hits the sun, and an incandescent expanding tornado is born. The planet is writhing in the heat of radiation, and then it is swept by a plasma hurricane from the merging of the suns. The oceans evaporate with a roar and fly away together with the atmosphere. The cities and the mountains melt. A green planet turns into an orange ball of magma…” 
 
    Jerry felt creepy. 
 
    “The invisible death is quiet. A soundless flash of the nearby supernova drowns the planet in hard radiation. Animals disintegrate into liquid shreds, plants turn into black cinders. The flood of the space rays kills everything, except for the underground lichens and deepwater shrimp.” 
 
    The girl paused, weighed the Universe again on her callous little hand and went on with her futuristic story. 
 
    “Gas clouds and black holes, red giants and white midgets, iron and neutron stars merge in the congested universe. Galaxies turn into ghost cities built up of the most solid type of the collapsed objects, of the black holes. Yet even the collapsars that weigh thousands or millions times as much as the sun are not there forever: they collide, producing powerful bursts of gravitational waves, until the whole Universe turns into a single type of non-destructible matter, into a thick cloud of gravitational radiation or into condensed oscillations of space and time. The Universe made up of gravitational radiation is weightless; bypassing the singularity stage, it expands again, producing the substance for the new space cycle through Hawking effect that knocks the particles out of the vacuum.” 
 
    “I remember this from your presentation,” said Jerry. 
 
    “The mass of regular substance at the moment of the Universe’s maximum compression is almost zero, while the energy – or pseudo energy, rather! – of the gravitational waves is at its peak. I used to think that it was equal to the energy of all stars that had perished at the collapse, but gravitational radiation is eternal matter that transits from one cycle to the other. The energy of the space-time waves that reach us from the Universe’s previous cycle might be… should be ENORMOUS… millions or billions of times more than the energy of regular matter.” 
 
    The girl’s blue eyes were glaring as the eyes of a Siamese cat. 
 
    “Our material Universe is but a newborn froth of elementary particles on the surface of the deep ancient ocean of gravitational waves! The relict gravitational radiation – that’s the undiscovered dark matter of our world, the one that is responsible for the weird behavior of the galaxies and the Pioneers.” 
 
    Jerry thought it over, then asked, “Are you trying to say that there are so many of those relict gravitational waves that they can push a metal trunk, the Pioneer, off its course?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The Sun’s gravitational field immersed in the relict radiation does not affect the bodies in the same way as the regular field that has no radiation. Gravitational waves attack a satellite from all sides, shake it and push it towards a star. Close to the Sun the trajectories of the waves and the particles curve, and they fall on the body of a satellite predominantly from the outer side. Here we have the correction of the Sun's the normal gravity.” 
 
    “Why is this correction constant?” exclaimed Jerry. 
 
    “Right now I cannot say for sure, but the Pioneer Effect must depend on the curving of the trajectories of the waves that hit it. The curve is determined by the gravitational potential, which is in reverse proportion to the radius – unlike the gravitational force, which is the derivative of the potential, which decreases as the inverse square of the radius. Still the direction of the effect is determined by the derivative, that is by the gradient of the potential, for the potential itself is a scalar and thus has no direction. Most probably, the Pioneer Effect is determined by the remarkable fact that the Sun's gravitational force dominates our planetary system, and yet the galactic potential around us is much higher than that of the Sun!” 
 
    “By Magellanic Clouds!” exclaimed Jerry, whose mathematical brain  sorted out a couple of gradients effortlessly. “The galaxy has a superior potential, but an inferior gradient, and thus the Pioneer Effect is directed towards the Sun; yet if its value depends on the almost constant galactic potential, it will remain constant. You have just explained the main mystery of the Pioneers anomaly!” 
 
    The young man looked at Nikki with genuine admiration. 
 
    “Why then aren’t the large planets affected by the galactic proto-radiation?” 
 
    “This problem is easier than a cow’s moo that decays in the atmosphere,” said the Mowgli, thus brushing the issue away. "Both the planet and the spacecraft are detectors of gravitational proto-radiation; their sensitivity depends on their size and composition. A small craft is a more efficient receiver of the short waves than a huge planet where the effect of the high-frequency gravitational oscillation decays very fast. I would imagine that a body even smaller than the Pioneer would make and even better detector… We must find a way to put the Pioneer anomaly to a practical use!” 
 
    “Practical? Even though I was sleeping soundly, I did hear that the acceleration is roughly a tenth of one millionth of a centimeter per second.” 
 
    “Because of the gravitational radiation pressure, an interplanetary station deviates from its trajectory by four hundred kilometers per year! To make it possible, the power of gravitational radiation, which hardly interacts with any substance at all, should be enormous. At the margins of the solar system the anomaly amounts to one tenth of a percent of Sun’s gravity – causing a real tantrum in the celestial mechanics. The further you go, the stronger is the anomaly! Half of the Sun’s gravitation towards the center of the Milky Way is due to the Pioneer Effect. At the galactic frontiers, inside the galactic clusters the pressure of the gravitational radiation is TENS or HUNDREDS times higher than Newton’s gravity. We have discovered the force that holds the stars in their places!” 
 
    The girl was pacing up and down the court, looking like a ruffled leopard. 
 
    “Why does it all seem so boring in class, and become so exciting when you speak about it? I always thought that cosmology is all about something that happened long ago and far away, and you seem to say that this mysterious ancient something is right here…” 
 
    “To keep the young brains from straggling,  school books shy from the scientific breakthroughs, from the areas where truth is still being searched for.” 
 
    “Meaning that kids should rather have stale brains than be tormented by doubts?” grunted Jerry. 
 
    “All around us,” Nikki cupped her palms, as if scooping some water, “are heaps of relict energy, an ocean of gravitational proto-radiation. Why have no one ever looked for it?” The Mowgli was staring inside her cupped hands. 
 
    “You are a remarkably clever girl… Why do you think that no one has ever tried to design a high-frequency gravitational wave detector?” asked Jerry. 
 
    “Jupiter’s warts! That’s a good question…” clever girl Nikki said thoughtfully. “Indeed, why would I think so, the idiot?” 
 
      
 
    On Sunday, while strolling through Schrodinger, Nikki and Jerry stopped at a restaurant called Fast Food. Nikki had never been there, and it sparkled her curiosity. 
 
    As they entered the empty room – the restaurant had just opened for the day – they saw a fat bald manager by the kitchen door; he was scolding  teenage waiters for putting several tables together and piling up some magazines on top. 
 
    “People come here to eat, not to have fun!” he was screaming. 
 
    “What’s wrong if they read here too?” a lank red-headed youth tried to protest. “They would stay longer and order more!” 
 
    “They would stay here for the whole day, taking up  space! I don’t need your stupid ideas; why don't you go to the pantries and clean  them, they are in such a mess!” 
 
    “I’m trying to do my best!” 
 
    “No one’s asking for your best, just do what you are being told!” 
 
    Nikki took a seat, and coughed demonstratively. 
 
    The manager hurried up to them, with a syrupy smile under his sweating bald patch. 
 
    “Welcome to our restaurant!” 
 
    He rearranged the napkins that did not need rearrangement and offered them two slim folders. 
 
    “Here’s the menu, please. Would you like to order something right away?” 
 
    “Water with lemon and ice, please. Also, I would like this waiter to serve us.” Nikki pointed at the red-headed youth. 
 
    The manager chose not to argue: he signaled to the youth and retired to the kitchen. 
 
    Nikki waited for the boy to pour her some water, and then asked, “What was that argument with the fatty all about?” 
 
    The youth, perplexed, cast a glance at the door which had just closed behind the manager, and said, “I am not supposed to discuss our internal affairs with the guests.” 
 
    “You are not supposed to disappoint the guests either. Speak!” Nikki said with authority. 
 
    “Well… we want this place to be more teenager-friendly, for there’s hardly a place  in Schrodinger where we can hang out, listen to the music, read magazines, talk…” 
 
    ”And the fatty would rather feed the visitors?” said Nikki. 
 
    “Right. After all, this is a restaurant, not a youth club…” 
 
    “Would you like to set up such a club here?” 
 
    “Sure!” The redhead’s smile switched on as a lamp. “We could put up screens, install the Network, have discos at night…” 
 
    “Have you ever heard about the Moon Wolves gang?” Nikki asked all of a sudden. 
 
    The redhead was so taken aback that his jaw dropped. 
 
    “I sure did, but how come you know about them, Your Majesty?” 
 
    It’s not that I know, they were the ones looking for trouble… thought Nikki. 
 
    “Hey! So, you know who I am.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Every teen in Schrodinger knows! A girl queen lives next door, at the College. Ha!” 
 
    “Yet your manager did not recognize me,” said Nikki. 
 
    “He does not watch TV,” said the redhead with a shrug. “He’s too busy.” 
 
    “How would a youth club stay afloat without selling food, the way a restaurant does?” 
 
    The teenager paused. 
 
    “We might sell tickets… But the teens don’t have that much money. To be perfectly honest, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Does the fatty own this place?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “No, he’s the manager. It belongs to a company from Luna City. Eh…” 
 
    “Fast Food Unlimited,” said Robbie. 
 
    “Right!” beamed the redhead. 
 
    Nikki mouthed a few words, then asked. 
 
    “What about those Moon Wolves? Are you friends?” 
 
    The fatty peered out of the kitchen, saw the waiter engrossed in a conversation with the two unpromising guests who had only ordered water, and beckoned to him sternly. 
 
    The waiter made a dart to answer his boss’s call, yet Nikki stopped him. 
 
    “I have not finished talking to you.” 
 
    The redhead remained standing by her table. 
 
    The fatty got really frustrated and rushed to them. 
 
    “My waiters are here to work, not to idle!” 
 
    Nikki said politely, “My good man, why you keep disrupting our conversation? Wouldn’t it be better for you to go and check out the pantries?” 
 
    The fatty went red, then regained his self-control and disappeared in the kitchen. 
 
    “So?” Nikki looked at the redhead. His spotted green eyes were shining ecstatically. 
 
    “We are not friends with Moon Wolves, they keep to themselves. They hang out in their own basement.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Vittie,” said the redhead. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “Will you be able to set up such a club?” asked Nikki. “I will help you.” 
 
    “Where?” asked Vittie, numb with surprise. 
 
    “Right here,” said Nikki, nodding around. “Looks like there’s enough room.” 
 
    Vittie swallowed. His Adam’s apple jumped up confusedly on the scrawny neck. The redhead’s skull became transparent, it was easy to see the ideas rush there at the superlight velocity. His tongue was twisting, swearing, unable to keep pace. 
 
    “I don’t really know… What about those tickets? If they are pricey, no one would buy, and the club won’t sustain itself on the cheap ones.” 
 
    “Let’s go step by step,” said Nikki evenly. “Are you prepared to give it a try?” 
 
    “Yes!” said Vittie and nodded so energetically that his poor head almost left the scrawny neck. 
 
    “Is this place the right one?” 
 
    “Sure!” Vittie seemed positive on that point. 
 
    The fatty came over again. 
 
    “I am very sorry, Miss, but people come here to work, not to chat with their pals. You have to order something, and the waiter has to deliver your order. These are the rules of the establishment.” 
 
    Nikki looked thoughtfully at the manager’s plump frustrated face, and asked, “Robbie?” 
 
    “Yes!” he said. 
 
    “You are wrong,” Nikki told the manager. “From this day on, Fast Food is the place where people can chat with their pals without ordering anything.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” exclaimed the manager. “It is up to me to decide what people do in my restaurant.” 
 
    “No longer,” said Nikki. “You have just been fired for being rude to the employees and the guests. And I appoint Vittie the new manager.” 
 
    “And who might you be?” roared the fatty. 
 
    “I am the owner of this establishment,” Nikki explained flatly. “I have just bought it for…” 
 
    “Three million seven hundred thousand dollars,” reported Robbie. 
 
    The fatty went pale. 
 
    “From now on, Fast Food is going to be called…” Nikki cast a questioning glance at Vittie. He threw his waiter’s cap up to the ceiling and shouted: 
 
    “Greenwich Club!” He jumped up to the fatty and shouted triumphantly in his face, “This is Nikki the Queen!” 
 
    Other waiters and kitchen staff rushed in, creating a hallabaloo. The fatty’s jaw dropped, his face went gray. The ex-manager turned slowly and stumbled away to the kitchen, pulling off his coat. 
 
    Vittie brought his friends up to date, and they buzzed excitedly. 
 
    Nikki looked at her watch, and stopped the buzzing by saying authoritatively, “Send me the cost breakdown for the necessary alterations, I will pay. InfoNet is a must, but you have to use Einstein Electronics screens. The price of the tickets should be fairly high, yet the first three visits would be free. Every visitor will have access to a self-education program, and those who show good progress will have free access to the club. The starting level does not matter, but they need to show improvement, and the program will have individual approach to each and every one; I will provide you with the cyber-tutorial; you will love it, it is like a virtual quest." 
 
    They began to buzz in surprise, “Local kids are smart! To come here for free, they will all want to study using this game program…” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we need,” Nikki said with a smile. “We will keep raising our expectations, and thus stimulating their personal growth… The smartest ones will be able to score points for food orders and buying books at our club. We might also come up with some monetary rewards…” 
 
    “Wow, that’s life! They will all get stuck here!” 
 
    The redhead looked closely at the Queen. 
 
    “You are not going to make any money on this. These guys will learn fast, but you won’t profit from it. Why would you need so many clever people?” 
 
    “I will need them,” Nikki said confidently. “Clever people are always a profit. The self-education programs  I will provide will enable all those willing to go to astronaut schools. Would you guys want to be pilots or space geologists?” 
 
    A vague yet ecstatic yell came from the young waiters. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry left the former Fast Food Restaurant, now Greenwich Club. 
 
    The future astronauts, still in their kitchen overalls, saw them out, tossing their caps to the ceiling and singing a loud, barbarous hymn.  
 
    “If this one works, I will open a chain of Greenwich Clubs. And I will make Space Service pay for the upkeep,” Nikki thought, businesslike. “Commodore Jur will be happy.” 
 
      
 
    Vittie called the young Queen a few days later. 
 
    “Your Majesty…” he said, and paused. 
 
    “Why are you so formal?” laughed the girl. “Call me Nikki – and spill it!” 
 
    “Nikki, you have fired Jerome, the manager…” Vittie went on with an effort. “He is a pain in the neck, but… he has two kids, their mother left them five years ago… Toma, the older one, is a teenager, she is in our class and works part-time, but the young one, Bill, is only ten, he won’t be able to find a job… Toma’s salary and Jerome’s unemployment benefit will sustain them for a couple of months. They are really hard up… Jerome is looking for a job and cheap accommodation in Luna City, and Toma is crying all the time, she does not want to leave. She loves Schrodinger… and she has a boyfriend here…" 
 
    Nikki’s cheeks flushed. 
 
    “You have already learned to fire people, but you still need to learn to consider what would happen to them afterwards… These people are neither crooks nor robbers. You find them unpleasant. But to be unpleasant is not a crime, no one should be punished for it, kids in particular…” 
 
    Vittie was muttering and splattering, but Nikki cut him short. 
 
    “Would you hire Jerome as an assistant or a logistical manager?” 
 
    “Sure!” Vittie said in delight. “He is not a bad guy, it’s just that he was pressured to make profit…” 
 
    “Make sure he gets the same salary as before. Where does Toma work?” 
 
    “In an antique store, cleaning and sorting out the old stuff; they don’t pay her much.” 
 
    “Do you think you might find her a job at the club?” 
 
    “Sure!” Vittie’s delight was so obvious that it did not take Nikki long to guess who was Toma’s boyfriend from Schrodinger. 
 
    “Keep me posted on the life of young people of Schrodinger. They all must earn their living, but if someone would need money for college or for medical treatment, I will be happy to help. Life is full of tough moments, but there should be pleasant surprises too.” 
 
    “Sure!” Vittie was radiating light. 
 
    “If the Moon Wolves show up, don’t kick them out… providing they don’t disrupt the peace.” 
 
    Nikki hung up and thought – she would need to speak to Jerome, to apologize for her reckless behavior. And it looked like no  deed, even the most positive one, was free of negative consequences. Was there a way to optimize her decisions? Would it help if she made Robbie sum up all the positive and the negative outcomes of each of her steps? Or should she learn to think better? To move forward with more caution, with less dare… 
 
    Nikki sighed. A Queen is infinitely more powerful than a commoner, but her responsibility is infinitely bigger. 
 
      
 
    Large screens, computer cubes and thickets of other devices were set up in the office with the golden yew paneling. The temporary secretary, Mary with red hair, one of the employees of Diemens’ office, showed in a visitor, a tall man in an elegant grey suit. Charles Spencer had the reputation of the most efficient criminal analyst on the Moon and lost his hair early, so he shaved his head clean. His smart brown eyes looked closely, his moves were carefully calculated. 
 
    Nikki shook his hand and said, “Officer Gorbin believes that you are the best detective on the Moon.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with him,” Charles Spencer said with dignity. 
 
    “Do I have to tell you why you have been invited here?” 
 
    “I believe you plan an investigation into your parents’ death and into the attempts to take your life.” 
 
    “Right,” nodded Nikki. “If you agree to take it up, you may recruit your own staff and start right now. You will have to cooperate with police through Officer Gorbin, and with Space Service.” 
 
    “I agree. However, I won’t be your permanent employee, we will draw a temporary contract.” 
 
    “All right,” said Nikki. “I would like you to look into the possibility of the same people being responsible for the death of the parents of Gerald Walker, as well as of six other people… here’s the list. They all died under very suspicious circumstances.” 
 
    “Do you have any data on these murders being linked?” Spencer asked eagerly. 
 
    “We just suspect that they were all carried out by the same agency,” said Nikki. “I am sorry, I cannot disclose where these suspicions come from. I will have to ask you not to share this list with anyone, and to try keep it low-key… Do you think you will manage?” 
 
    “I can almost guarantee that I will find the perpetrator. However, I can’t promise that I will collect enough evidence to take the case to court.” 
 
    “Still, will I know who’s behind these crimes?” Nikki asked after a pause. 
 
    “I can give you a ninety five percent guarantee. Several crimes committed by one individual or a group of people offer good boundary conditions for a causative-consecutive model.” 
 
    Nikki breathed out and said, “Mary will show you the premises allocated for you and your team.” 
 
      
 
    Ten days later Charles Spencer was back in the armchair by the wooden desk that featured the lines of life and love of the old yew, traced in the patterns of golden resin.  
 
    The detective said gloomily, “We have identified, by the computer recording, the accent of the ‘specular assassin’ that attacked you in the tunnel. A rare accent, by the smile of Scorpio! This fellow comes from Bilania, a small southern country.” 
 
    “So what?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Bilania is the native country of King Simmons,” Spencer said darkly. “Non-randomness index is sixty percent.” 
 
    Judging by his manner, a criminal of such a high level posed a much bigger problem than a run-of-the-mill burglar or even a mobster. 
 
    Nikki recalled the unpleasant fatty in the brocade attire, and his companion, the girl with the shaven head. 
 
    “I see… King Simmons is a prominent member of the Southern Dynasties…” 
 
    She paused, collecting her thoughts. Spencer did not know yet that prior to his arrival to the College Dr. Frostman had worked for King Simmons, curing – or crippling? – his ‘wards.’ Robbie had dug up this piece of information, it had to be forwarded to the detective. 
 
    “Very good, Charles, but the probability is still too low, keep working… Is there anything else that you need?” 
 
    “I need an expert on meteorite hazards and trajectories of the asteroids that come close to Earth and Moon.” 
 
    “Hire one,” Nikki said promptly. “Will you find the right person?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have any ideas as to why Simmons attacked the Stranger and why he is trying to take my life?” 
 
    “None,” the detective said curtly. 
 
    “Keep me posted,” said Nikki with a sigh. 
 
    Spencer had long left, and she was still sitting, staring ahead with unseeing eyes, getting accustomed to the new picture of the world. 
 
    “Apparently, even Kings descend to murder… What else will the evil Simmons get up to? I've found an enemy of royal dimensions… except that Simmons is much wealthier and much more influential than I… And one sigma probability is not a proof, not yet…” 
 
    When Nikki returned to the College, she saw another message from the Voice on her screen: 
 
    You are busy as an ant. 
 
    Nikki shrugged and replied. 
 
    An excellent creature, much to my liking. 
 
    You are busy as an ant from an old joke. It needs to move two elephants. After a long consideration, the little wise fellow decides that he would leave one behind. He is brushing away the main question, and yet I am going to ask you point-blank: how do you intend to move even a single elephant? 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    You won’t succeed on your own. Out of the question. Look for allies and associates. 
 
    Then Space Voice went silent. It had its own ideas about good manners. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Face of the Enemy 
 
      
 
    Professor Franklin, the biologist, was walking towards the lectern. Her heels clicked energetically, her happy smile signaled to all the wet blankets: cheer up. 
 
    “Today we will speak about social genetics. Genetic background is an important component of human behavior. The ‘Jukes’ family from North America is traced back to the 18th century, to a marriage of a heavily drinking fisherman to a prostitute. The majority of Jukes’ 2500 descendants were thieves, burglars, drunks, vagabonds and prostitutes; about 600 were mentally retarded. And here’s the opposite: Johann Sebastian Bach had fifty six musically gifted relatives, while the Lyapunov family gave the world a number of outstanding scientists. Biographical studies have shown that if you have a gifted father your chances to become famous are five hundred times higher than average.” 
 
    The Professor smiled. 
 
    “Some people use medical terms as expletives. Let’s try to reinstitute their original academic meaning. IQ, Intelligence Quotient, is wide known; by the most part it is determined by the ability to quickly solve fairly simple logical problems. Do remember: an idiot is not your fellow-student who has tripped on your foot, but a person with 0 – 25 IQ; a person with 25—50 IQ is an imbecile, and the one with 50—70 IQ is a debile. All these people are defined as oligophrenic or mentally retarded; they comprise roughly two percent of the genetically natural population.” 
 
    Naturally, the students began pointing fingers at each other. 
 
    “There are no mentally retarded people amid you, that’s why it is scientifically incorrect to call each other idiots,” Professor Franklin pointed out impassively. 
 
    “A normal person’s IQ is between 90 and 110. Gifted people have 110 to 120, those who have over 120 are highly gifted, and the specially gifted ones score over 140. One of genetic’s main missions is to analyze the inherent qualities of an individual: the physiological, psychological and social ones. Is intellect inherited? Is talent determined by genes? What about longevity? Illnesses? Addictions? Criminal inclinations? The scientists have discovered that the answers to these questions are probabilities rather than pronouncements.” 
 
    The Professor projected a statistics charts on the screen. 
 
    “The studies of enzygotic twins, with identical genotypes, have confirmed the perceptible facts: that intellectual level is inheritable; so are the academic and artistic inclinations and the type of behavior. Even if the twins are brought up differently, their IQ and habits would be similar. If one of the twins is a criminal, his brother who has grown up in a different family has a fifty plus percent probability of also turning into one.” 
 
    A hum went across the audience. 
 
    “Children from underprivileged families would be adopted by the more advantageous ones. Often enough the attempts to bring them up properly failed: the children would either run away or follow in the footsteps of their biological parents. The more prison terms the biological father had served, the higher was the percentage of criminals amid his sons, including those brought up by foster families. 
 
    “Like father, like son,” Count Redinburgh muttered approvingly. “A scum is always a scum.” 
 
    The Professor cast a piercing glance at the arrogant nobleman. 
 
    “In the nineteenth century, eugenics, a social movement propagating the active and even enforced improvement of the gene pool, sprang up. In the first half of the twentieth century certain eugenic laws were passed in Britain, Scandinavia, Estonia and most of the American States; they stipulated enforced sexual decapacitation of people with criminal inclinations. The Nazi Germany used eugenics to justify mass destruction of the non-Arians.  
 
    Some students began browsing their laptops in search of the unfamiliar terms. 
 
    “The inhuman practices of enforced decapacitation had soon been abandoned,” said Professor Franklin. “The ethical problems that we run into while trying to interfere with the human genofond are quite formidable. Later, the UN passed some rigorous laws on genetic equality. Despite the fact that it has been proven that, for a child from an alcoholic family, the chances of becoming an alcoholic are three to four times higher than the average five percent, even if he is brought up by a foster family.” 
 
    Count Redinburgh flashed a smile, as if he had received a valuable gift. 
 
    Professor Franklin stopped by him and went on, her eyes focused on the aristocratic student with a highbred horsy face and a large petulant low lip. 
 
    “Still, would it be ethical to discriminate against these children? For over eighty percent of  alcoholics' children grow up healthy and smart – they overcome the heightened risk of developing an addiction, and their success stories are thus even more valuable. In many self-contained human sub-populations: ethnic groups, religious communities or aristocratic circles,  genetic diseases are way more common than average, including major defects of appearance. Do we have to discriminate against these social groups?” 
 
    The Professor uttered these words still staring at Redinburgh. The students began to giggle. The Count went purple as a beetroot, bit his distinguished lower lip, then  puffed it out again. The Professor turned away and concluded, “UN has outlawed discrimination of people with birth defects. Genetic ethics is a young scholarly discipline. It takes into account the interests of both  the adults and the children.” 
 
    “It just hampers genetic progress with stupid moralizing,” Prince Ditbit said languidly. 
 
    “Each of its ethical postulates has been drawn from the suffering of many people,” objected the Professor. “Any precipitated action – or sinful inaction – brings misery to yet another child. The charts of genetic statistics are drawn in tears and blood.” 
 
    Prince Ditbit smiled crookedly, yet posed no more objections. 
 
    “What’s your opinion on the genetic freedom law, Professor?” asked Nikki. 
 
    Professor Franklin sighed and said, “Genetic modifications might be a breakthrough for human civilization, but they might also rip it apart… Silence of Space is believed to be the main paradox of space biology. There should be numerous civilizations out there. Why don’t they contact us? Is there a common factor that destroys all the developing civilizations? There is a theory that every society is tested by the temptation of genetic improvement and then either perishes, torn apart, or concentrates on its internal conflicts, turning away from the stars…” 
 
    “Yet Dyson claimed…” Someone tried to start an argument, but the Professor stopped this irrelevant discussion with an authoritative gesture. 
 
    “The influence of genetics on social behavior has been proved on drosophilas, the fruit flies – the beloved laboratory animals of the biologists, with the 14-day life cycle. A Drosophila melanogaster  is one of the first organisms whose genome, of roughly fourteen thousand genes, has been fully decyphered. What makes this fly special is that it suffers from the analogues of over sixty percent of all human diseases, including senility, or Alzheimer.” 
 
    Cora the Dragon grimaced and muttered, “These biologists are all weirdoes. They love flies and cockroaches so much…” 
 
    Julien the Owl chuckled, “No, you girls are weirdoes. You scream, ‘Ouch! A cockroach!’, but when you see one with photogenic luciferin cells, you begin to fuss over it, ‘A firefly! A firefly!’” 
 
    Professor Franklin projected the charts of genome mutations on the screen. 
 
    “Drosophila is trainable, it can acquire conditioned reflexes. Yet the flies with Rutabaga gene mutations have training difficulties. Similar genes were discovered in mice, cows, humans. Drosophilas with mutant Dunce gene are really dumb, those with the mutant Agnostic gene are untrainable.” 
 
    This caused some animation: some were shaking hands dejectedly, others were giving their neighbors compassionate slaps on the back. 
 
    “Professor, can genetics make dumb flies smarter? Or, at least, their progeny?” 
 
    “The researchers used the drosophila to learn how to correct genetic defects,” said the Professor. “For instance, the drosophila with Eyeless mutation has no eyes. The scientists transplanted the gene responsible for the eye development in mice into the blind fly. The progeny of these blind drosophilas not only had normal eyes, they had thirty extra small eyes – on the elbows, the antennae, under the wings…” 
 
    “Wow!” came from the audience. “Is it possible to grow brains around your body?” 
 
    The Professor smiled and went on with her lecture, “Drosophila courtship display is also genetically determined. A sexually attractive fly dances, buzzes and smells right. The courtship dance of a fruit fly is accompanied by a rhythmic ‘love song’ that lasts for fifty five seconds…” 
 
    The Professor pointed out the DNA mutations and explained the consequences of each of the genetic disorders, “Cacophony and Dissonance mutations affect the musical abilities of the male flies, and the females react negatively to their discordant singing. HNI (He Is Not Interested) mutants are celibate. The Platonic mutants perform the courtship ritual, but do not go further…”  
 
    The buzz in the room made the Professor raise her voice. 
 
    “Today we looked into some universally known facts pertaining to the genetics of the drosophila behavior. These research data can be concealed, yet it cannot be either altered or misinterpreted outside the context of the fruit flies genetics.” 
 
    Franklin paced up and down the room. 
 
    “It's a fact that every individual has tens and hundreds of mutant genes. Yet even a mutant should remain human. What matters in a human is not the courtship displays, but his ability to be reasonable and tolerant.” 
 
    The Professor stopped by the Marquis, who seemed to have dwindled. The look on her face made everyone want to crawl under the table. 
 
    “Here’s your individual assignment for the winter break: to visit a hospital for mentally retarded children and to write a report. I hope that there you will understand which mutations we should worry about most of all. Your remark shows how many problems, disputes and mortal insults are in store for mankind if it decides to judge people by their genes. As a geneticist and a human, I proclaim that people should be judged by their goodwill and their deeds…” 
 
    The oppressive silence was broken by a merry bell. The students stirred, some of them stood up. 
 
    “Down!” bellowed Professor Franklin all of a sudden. “The class is not over!” 
 
    It was so foreign for their meek teacher that the students froze at their desks, stunned. 
 
    “Classical genetics does not reflect the whole complexity of biological processes, neither should it be considered outside the framework of epigenetics that studies the interaction of DNA with the protein milieu. We will soon move on to studying histone code and nucleosomes, activation and passivation of various DNA elements, as well as the epigenetic processes of methylation, ubiquitylation, ADP ribosylation.” 
 
    The Professor’s words were cruel! 
 
    “Brain and kidney cells have the same sets of genes, yet they follow different activation orders from the system – orders to produce proteins, the building bricks of the cells. As the result, we have a variety of cells and body organs. DNA is not an ultimate law that determines a person’s mentality, character, physical abilities and diseases. To a large extent, the way you live depends on you – your muscle power increases with practice, not because of the genes.” 
 
    Franklin paused, surveying the students. 
 
    “Make sure you are not trapped by the gene fatalism! Genetics hands us the book of our destiny, yet it is up to us which chapters  to read and how to feel about them. The genomes of a human and a chimp are over ninety five percent identical. Yet the humans and the apes use their genomes in two different ways. What we inherit is not just DNA but the way it is interpreted, which is much more flexible and fluid. All that we do right now – study, eat, fight, smoke, drink, take medications, alcohol or drugs – influences our children and grandchildren as well as ourselves." 
 
    The teenage faces were perplexed and strained. 
 
    “The scientists have shown through a number of experiments: mother’s love and care improve not just the child’s intellect and physique, but his inheritance as well, the one he will pass on to the next generations. The opposite is also true: if you pack  settled green grasshoppers Locusta migratoria into a tight pack, the next generation of the frustrated fiddlers will turn into a pest – the aggressive black-and-yellow locusts who fly around in monstrous multi-ton clouds that kill as surely as famine.” 
 
    The Professor looked at Gaylord. 
 
    “Beware, least your malice would spoil the lives of your progeny. Hatred gives birth to hatred – this ancient ethical theorem has a biological proof too!” 
 
    Professor Franklin turned and left the room. The Professor’s heels were not clicking any more, the sound was more of a starchy rustle, as if they were pressing into tightly packed snow. The students sat in silence and huddled as if they were cold. 
 
      
 
    Sunless fall came to the campus, chilly fog contracted the warm globes of light around the street lamps. The melancholy decline of the year.  
 
    The sonorous silence of the woods, the chord of falling leaves… 
 
    Professor Lvine was limping slowly towards the University. The wretched right foot – it had been bothering him throughout the last year, the pain had almost become habitual, like a persistent toothache. He had acquired yet another habit – to leave the foot alone at all the quick twists of the body. On the other hand, who’s talking about the quick twists. Quite recently, Professor Lvine realized that he had grown old, easily adjusted to this condition and was now moving at a slow pace only. Oh, the demons of a black hole! I’ve been walking along this path for over forty years, first as a student, then as a young post-doc, then as a professor… 
 
    Lvine exhaled and drew his cloak tighter. When he was young, he never noticed the chill under the University dome, while now he was engaged in an endless battle with the drafts. 
 
    Once he left the professors’ block behind, Lvine turned into Shine Street. It was not a street he liked. He did not fancy either the line of the cheap plastic houses or the teenagers  ‘hanging out’ – the disgusting word gave him creeps – on the benches by a tiny patch of green with a handful of trees and a lawn, trampled to bare soil. Right now there was half a dozen of giggling teenagers  with weird multicolored hairstyles  and legal or illegal bottles in their hands. All had cigarettes with colorful wisps of smoke and trendy holographic tattoos on their bellies. How come these idlers are not cold? thought the Professor angrily. He passed the group of youngsters without turning his head. Nothing came from them, except for a roar of laughter. Sometimes they whistled. Once there was a shriek, “Come have a drink, oldie, it will warm you up!” 
 
    All your life you work like a dog, and then, on a lovely gray morning, you discover that  life is over, and you are a far cry from an Einstein. Your wife has left you, your kids can’t care less… And the worst thing is that nobody needs your work either. For you, and for a handful of the other old fools, research work is a quest for truth. For the others a quest for money. The moment their jaws grab a money-milking nipple, their quest is over – they can't care less about the truth, as long as they get paid for each slow and satiated step towards it. Yet, if a competitor gets too close to the source of life, they can start using their elbows: give him one in the ribs! And one more! You, stay away from the feeding trough! 
 
    Maxwell’s demon! There were days when Lvine was receiving ample financing; yet his sensational discoveries were constantly delayed, besides, the Professor’s social skills were far from great, so the flow of money went dry… Lvine resorted to various tricks, designing less sophisticated instruments, opting for faster experiments, yet the trickle of money was decreasing faster than the prices for his equipment. And now – his installation has been rusting for ages, while his young colleagues left him for more promising, younger professors. He was now on his own, with no funds, no assistants. 
 
    Well, all these students are dumb and lazy anyway! And all my colleagues are freaks! Just take this one, I asked for an evening of his time, to read the proofs of my new work… The Professor puffed his lower lip out angrily. Such an amazing, beautiful thing! And the cad said, sorry, I am busy, I’m meeting up with my friends for a Killer Pool tonight. What sort of pool is this, do they plan to drown themselves or what? I wish I knew! Correction, I have no desire to know! 
 
    This was the only thing left to him, to store up his bile and then to pour it on the heads of the potential wrongdoers, the students, and in between the lectures on the even guiltier colleagues. The Professor had to admit that it did not  speed up the work on his apparatus, rather on the contrary… 
 
    Still, didn’t he deserve some sort of compensation and psychological relief? 
 
    His mood downright nasty, the Professor walked into his laboratory and glanced at the clock; nine sharp. Will you ever learn to be late, you ancient bag full of bones? He hung his cloak on a hook, muttering petulantly – and only after that he  noticed a girl sitting in the chair by the secretary’s table (the secretary was long gone; there was no money to pay her; besides, there was hardly any secretarial duties left). 
 
    “I give no credits today!” he bellowed. 
 
    The visitor’s eyes went wide with surprise. The Professor took a closer look, and saw that she was not a college student, rather a schoolgirl. His eyesight had become downright poor, made even worse by the sharp transition from the daylight to the dimness of the laboratory. Levine felt a surge of guilt. 
 
    “What brings you here, dear child?” he asked meekly, trying to redeem his aggression. “I do not buy cookies from the scouts, I do not give lectures at schools, for I am very bad at simplifying complicated things…” 
 
    With unexpected fierceness, the Professor cried to himself, “That’s my perennial problem! I don’t know how to serve my food! I am not a cook! No!” 
 
    His emotions made him forget about the girl, yet she reminded him of her presence.  
 
    “Professor Lvine, I came to talk about your nuclear coherence apparatus for registering high-frequency harmonics of gravitational radiation,” she said in a thin voice. 
 
    The Professor stared at the girl as if she was a tea kettle that had just asked to please not be boiled so very often. This was devilish! 
 
    “Who has sent you?” he asked sternly, suspecting foul play on the part of a student prankster. Besides, the girl’s hairdo was quite something! 
 
    “I have read your articles in Physical Review,” the girl said patiently. “I do not understand why you have not finished your experiment – the idea looks absolutely brilliant! All that you need to do is to achieve deep-freezing of working crystals. Am I right?” 
 
    That did the Professor in (the kettle went on whistling, and even making compliments!), and he plopped onto a chair. Only then he finally figured out WHAT this girl was asking about with so much compassion. The Professor’s eyes popped out, and then he lost it – and lost his mind; his anger getting the upper hand, he began the tale of his woes. Shame! Shame! A wise old man pouring out his grievances to a child! It was worse than talking to a kettle, with kettle you get less shame. 
 
    However, the girl was listening closely to Professor Lvine’s ardent outpour; she only interrupted him twice, and said, “You don’t have to explain the polarization of gravitational waves.” (The Professor gasped and went on blabbering.) 
 
    “I know what Mössbauer Effect is, tell me more about your apparatus.” (This time, instead of gasping, he gave her a loving look.) 
 
    Lvine finished his bitter tale, and shook his freckled fist helplessly at the shabby walls, “Oh, the cursed den where you have to beg for every piece of wire!” 
 
    “How much money and how much time do you need to finish your experiment?” asked the girl; yet the Professor had already recovered his senses and was bitterly sorry for his weakness, his verbal outpour. It was akin to the feelings of a not-so-desperate drunkard who regrets in the morning his alcohol-inflicted blabbering to a complete stranger. 
 
    “A hundred thousand? Two hundred?” the strange girl kept pressuring him. 
 
    The Professor stood up and said dryly, ending the conversation, “Three hundred thousand, one year and five assistants. Paid assistants.” 
 
    The girl looked upset, the Professor marked caustically; then she asked, “Suppose the energy level of the high-frequency gravitational radiation is many orders higher than the current estimation, would it be possible to simplify your apparatus and speed up the experiment?” 
 
    The Professor, once again, was surprised; then he thought it over and said, “If we forego the power part of the apparatus… and make the receiver smaller, we can finish it in six months; however, we would need a different power unit for that, which is another fifty thousand… Why do you ask these questions, my dear child?” 
 
    “Professor Lvine, I suggest that you move your equipment to Schrodinger, to Greenwich Center, and proceed with your experiments there… You will get all the financing you need, plus a team of ten or twenty people, as many as you ask for. Just make sure you work as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the Professor erupted, unable to stand her insults. “What’s this nonsense? The equipment belongs to the University, its transportation will cost a fortune! What’s this Greenwich Center? I have never heard about it!” 
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
    “We have discussed it with the University administration the other night. The Rector seemed happy to sell us the ‘gravitational garbage,’ as he called it, for seventy thousand. It is all in your hands now, Professor…” 
 
    While the Professor was listening to the thin whistling of the talking kettle, the girl scribbled something in a book and handed an attractive-looking sheet of paper to the Professor. Was it a chocolate wrap? 
 
    “That’s for the first three months. Half of it is your salary and compensation of the relocation expenses, the other half is for technicalities. Spend as much as you need on the logistics, for time is the most important thing. The robo-movers will be at the laboratory at nine a.m. tomorrow. All your equipment will be moved and re-installed in the same order. If you wish us to keep the dust on the papers…” 
 
    “I have no need for the dust,” said the Professor, perplexed.  
 
    “Think it over,” said the girl, handing him a card. “And if you decide not to go, dial this T-phone number and cancel the move; then destroy the check.” 
 
    The Professor was struck numb, and yet he tightened his fingers around the chocolate wrap. 
 
    “I have faith in you, Professor Lvine,” said the girl softly and stood up – for some reason the Professor, an old fool that he was, all of a sudden felt a surge of pride. “If you succeed, I will establish a new prize right away. It will be much bigger than the Nobel one, and you will be the first winner.” 
 
    The girl walked away. 
 
    The Professor sat there for a while, panting angrily and casting alternative looks at the closed door and the rainbow check that shimmered in his outstretched hand – now where were those glasses? – and then burst out laughing. 
 
    “Yet another prank by old Biff!” 
 
    He dialed a number, and Biff’s crumpled mug shot sailed onto the screen. 
 
    “You, old nut, your jokes will once finish me!” shouted the Professor angrily. 
 
    “Which jokes?” 
 
    “These jokes!” The Professor waved the rainbow check. 
 
    “I don’t see it… scan it for me,” asked Biff. 
 
    “Oh, well,” said the Professor, cooling down and setting the check mechanically on the glass panel. “I am no longer angry… And where did you find such a good actress? A great prank! I’ve heard about that prankster club of yours…” 
 
    Bill took a closer look at the check, and raised – first his brows to the middle of his forehead, then his eyes up on Lvine. 
 
    “Did you finally get a grant for your research project?” he asked in amazement. 
 
    The Professor choked with fury and glared at him. This was too much! They had gone too far with their jokes! He switched off the screen without saying goodbye. Yet, there was something in Professor Biff’s crumpled mug shot that put him on the alert. 
 
    He called his bank. The check was still lying on the scanner. 
 
    A clerk in a tie – it was a respectable bank, no robots! – clicked a few keys on the keyboard and asked politely, “Where would you like us to deposit the funds? To your current or your saving account?” 
 
    “How much is it?” the Professor asked feebly. 
 
    “Two million golden dollars,” said the clerk, permitting himself a slightest touch of disbelief. 
 
    The flabbergasted Professor emitted a squeak or a whistle, and cut off the connection rudely. He located and put on his glasses and, still unable to believe his eyes, began to scrutinize the shimmering piece of paper. Then he grabbed the elegant holographic card, still lying on the table. Three words stood there: 
 
      
 
    Queen Nicole Greenwich 
 
      
 
    And the T-Phone number: 703-703-703. 
 
    The Professor slammed his forehead fiercely, jumped up and rushed to the window that looked out into the autumnal darkness. He stared unseeingly outside, then turned abruptly, breathing heavily. 
 
    After that he froze, clutching his knee. The pain was gone. 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere in Nikki’s office was scorching hot, and it had nothing to do with the blazing sun that was crawling towards the right frame of the window. 
 
    A gloomy face under a bristly bald patch was filling the screen. Detective Spencer shifted his eyes from Nikki to Jerry, who was sitting next to her, and said, “Commodore Greenin and Space Service Navigation Department helped me with the investigation. We discovered that the thirty-foot asteroid that was dropped on your father’s observatory had arrived from the sector where, at the time, a craft from the  Space Minerals space fleet was conducting geological research.” 
 
    “Who owns Space Minerals?” asked Nikki. “King Simmons?”  
 
    Spencer cast a sour look at the young queen. 
 
    “Worse, much worse…” he said bitterly. “It belongs to King Ditbit, who is, de facto, the Emperor of the Southern Dynasties.” 
 
    The detective failed to hold back an expletive. 
 
    Nikki’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “Ditbit?” she asked in shock. “Emperor Ditbit? The father of Prince Ditbit?” 
 
    Instead of answering, the detective kept swearing profusely; he was sorry he had ever got involved in this investigation. 
 
    Jerry was sitting there, pale and straight. Nikki regained her self-control. 
 
    “How high is the probability of him being guilty?” 
 
    “If we take into account other factors, such as his close cooperation with King Simmons, as well as the significant correlations with six murders from your list… the probability that the criminal in question is linked to Ditbit Dynasty amounts to ninety two percent.” 
 
    “Were you able to determine the motifs for these murders? How would the Ditbit Dynasty profit from them?” 
 
    “No. Correlation analysis allows to link certain events, yet does not disclose the nature of those links. I am trying to build up a model of the ‘crime echo,’ to determine the individuals and the groups that might have benefited from these murders, yet it is very hard. Motifs often remain obscure, even if a murder is solved. We are dealing with a most complicated, deeply rooted case…” 
 
    Spencer hang up, yet the tension of his message stayed in the air. 
 
    This tension called for action. 
 
    Jerry was standing by the window with his back to Nikki, while she was talking  under her breath with Robbie. Then she asked the computer aloud, “Have you registered the number that Principal Milic used to dial Ditbit the Senior last year?” 
 
    “Certainly,” replied Robbie. 
 
    “Dial it please.” 
 
    A few seconds later the formidable face of Ditbit’s secretary sailed up on the screen. 
 
    “Where have you obtained this number?” 
 
    Ignoring her question, Nikki said dryly, “Nicole Greenwich from the Stranger needs to speak to Mr. Ditbit.” 
 
    “I have recognized you.” Ditbit’s secretary widened her predatory eyes, showing her amazement, and went on in a gentler voice, “but His Majesty only takes calls from an approved list, after a conversation with his aides; if you sign up for an appointment…” 
 
    “This conversation is not particularly important for me, it is just a matter of life and death for Mr. Ditbit and his Dynasty,” Nikki said coldly and hang up. 
 
    A call came half an hour later. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich,” said Ditbit’s secretary, “I have the instructions to listen to you and to make a decision regarding your interview with His Majesty.” 
 
    “Darling,” Nikki said haughtily, “you have forgotten who you are. I suggest that you make a mental effort and realize whom you are talking to. You are not in a position to make any decisions, this call is my favor to Mr. Ditbit, the first and the last one. And please don’t trouble me with such nonsense any more.” She switched off the screen with the perplexed secretary. 
 
    Five minutes later there came another call, and finally the screen displayed Ditbit himself, with his crew cut and aquiline nose. His face radiated power, authority and danger. 
 
    “Is there something you want to discuss?” he said impatiently, without a greeting. 
 
    “Right, Mr. Ditbit,” said Nikki, taking her time. “I have definitive proofs that your Dynasty and you personally are involved in the destruction of the Stranger, in the attempts to take my life, and in the deaths of the parents of my friend Jerry Walker.” 
 
    “Definitive proofs?” asked Ditbit, unperturbed. “And where might these come from?” 
 
    “This is none of your business,” Nikki said rudely. “Now I see why after Prince Ditbit’s injury you dropped the charges against me – you were confident that I was doomed anyway. A public conflict between me and Ditbit the Junior might have been misinterpreted by the reporters and the reason for the assault. Such an interpretation would mar the Dynasty’s reputation, besides, it would be too true for your liking.” 
 
    “What do you want?” asked Ditbit, still undeterred. 
 
    “I am a straightforward person, Mr. Ditbit,” said Nikki, “that’s why I decided to call and to ask you: is it true? Can you say, in all honesty, “It is all nonsense!”" 
 
    Nikki leaned forward. 
 
    “I will not tolerate such an interrogation,” Ditbit said coldly; he was well aware that a polygraph would easily catch the lie in a direct statement. 
 
    “Do you realize,” said Nikki, leaning back, “that your refusal speaks volumes?” 
 
    “I am not interested in either your thoughts or your guesses,” said Ditbit icily. 
 
    “Too bad,” retorted Nikki in an equally cold voice. “If you are really guilty of the destruction of the Stranger, and I have very few doubts left that you are, I pity you.” 
 
    “Is this a threat?” asked Ditbit, raising his brows in disdain. 
 
    “A most straightforward one,” nodded Nikki. “I will mobilize all my resources to overthrow you and your Dynasty. And if, out of stupid pride, you chose to keep back your denial of being involved in these dark deeds, I am giving you the last chance to avoid major problems; just tell me that you have nothing to do with this whole thing.” 
 
    “I am not getting involved in your childish games!” said Ditbit a little more tersely. 
 
    Nikki stood up. Her face was stern and majestic, as if she was a judge reading out a sentence. 
 
    And a sentence it was. 
 
    “Ditbit, I sentence you to destruction. Your Dynasty and your allies will be wiped out too.” 
 
    “Speak up, you silly girl,” laughed Ditbit. “You have already talked yourself into quite a few years in prison.” 
 
    “I see you are a fool, Ditbit,” Nikki laughed back. “I am underage, I won’t be arrested for these threats; besides, my lawyers can bite as badly as yours. Don’t forget that you are talking to the founder and the head of the new Dynasty.” 
 
    “Ditbits’ wealth exceeds that of your newly-born clan manifold,” the King grunted dismissively. 
 
    “And yet this summer I made more money than your whole Dynasty in a hundred years,” chuckled Nikki. “You will soon discover that I have other tricks up my sleeve.” 
 
    “Miss Greenwich,” after a supreme effort, Ditbit switched to a reconciliatory tone, “these childish threats will not lead us anywhere. You have made a fortune – well, go ahead, enjoy life. Public scandals amid the Dynasties have always been discouraged. You are still a novice in… in our circle, and thus do take my advice: do not try the impossible. You won’t be able to cause any visible damage either to me or  my Dynasty, however hard you might try.” 
 
    Nikki was smiling; her smile was horrifying, as a grimace of a roaring leopard. 
 
    “Now you look like a real Queen,” admitted Ditbit, “and that’s the reason why I carry on this conversation. Your threats are pure bluff. I think… I am confident… that there’s no longer any immediate threat to you personally. Should we consider signing a non-aggression pact?” 
 
    “That’s what you say.” Nikki’s smile was still menacing. “Ditbit, you try to act as a superman, but it can only impress your sycophants. As it is, you have grown up featherbedded and pampered, you have no idea what a hard rock your soft belly had touched when you decided to play demiurge and destroy the Stranger… Your physical annihilation is a system problem of the third order. Your death without any legal repercussions for me is a fourth-order problem with a marginal smoothness condition. The demise of your Dynasty is, formally, a sociosystem problem of the eighth order. The experts believe that it has no solution, but I do know a trick which will bring it down to the six-order level, and there a solution does exist.” 
 
    The King was listening closely, without saying a word. 
 
    “Too bad you are an ignoramus,” said Nikki, raising her head high. “Now is just the time to get really scared…” 
 
    “Why do you say this to me?” asked Ditbit with a frown. 
 
    “I'm just submitting some data for your analysts,” chuckled Nikki. “They will assess both my commitment and my truthfulness. And these would impress even the most majestic dumbheads.” 
 
    “If you have decided to destroy me, why do you give me this warning?” Ditbit pressed on in his perplexity, ignoring her insults; his analytic express systems had already reported that Nikki’s threats were to be taken seriously. 
 
    “Your awareness of the threat does not change the order of the problem, for you are too well-protected. This doesn't bother me. And yet, as the murderer of Jerry’s and my parents, you deserve torment and anxiety to precede your demise and your death. This is our last conversation, Ditbit,” said Nikki, “but you will hear its echo again and again, until it turns into the bells that toll for you.” 
 
    “Really? And how do you plan to destroy me?” asked King Ditbit with a crooked smile. 
 
    “With the weapon you won’t be able to repel – by creating a future that has no place for you,” Nikki said harshly. 
 
    All of a sudden a convulsion distorted her face, she clutched her neck. Nikki’s voice became low and threatening, overloaded with pain and ire, “You scoundrel, you will die the same horrible death my parents have died… you will die in torment, without learning whether your life was a big enough sacrifice to save the life of your child…” 
 
    Ditbit opened his mouth to say something, yet Nikki turned away. 
 
    “Jerry,” Nikki addressed her friend who was following the conversation on the screen without a transmitter, “take a look at the man who has murdered your parents.” 
 
    Jerry stood side by side with Nikki. His eyes were blazing with hatred. 
 
    “God damn you,” he said harshly to the man on the screen. 
 
    Nikki terminated the call. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Christmas Resolutions 
 
      
 
    Nikki never lost her optimism in the most trying situations. Quite possibly, it was a prerequisite for surviving on the asteroid – a pessimist would have died, buried underneath the cosmic pile of problems. 
 
    Yet, once in a while, her optimism would lose heart and leave her. Pressed down by depression, Nikki would stop smiling and feel as if she was drowning in a cold sea of endless commitments and troubles. 
 
    On that particular morning, everything went wrong. A headache made Nikki oversleep breakfast; as for Robbie with his droning about time to get up, she told him to get lost. 
 
    Then, to speed things up, she decided to have coffee in her room, but only broke a lovely porcelain cup and ruined the carpet. She was still hungry, and in a mess. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you today?” asked Robbie. “Why do I have to interfere with all those awkward moves? You will lose your natural coordination in no time.” 
 
    “Stop lecturing me!” retorted Nikki. 
 
    While getting dressed, she noticed that her hair looked awful; time to make an appointment with Louise the beautician. She tried to clip her long tresses together with some weird forked wires, but it did not work. Having muttered a curse, she went out with a mess on her head. Things used to be so much easier at the asteroid: once she felt her hair was getting too long, she would take a plasma cutter, clench her hair in a fist and burn it off – forget the hairstyle. The only unpleasant part was the smell of the gassed yarn… 
 
    A hazel-eyed first-year Leopard girl was waiting for her in the hall. She had an irritating habit of staring at Nikki with awe. 
 
    The girl said timidly, “Your Majesty, may I talk to you?” 
 
    “Why the hell do you call me that?” Nikki-in-the-midst-of-optimism-deficiency-crisis blurted out. “And I have no time!” 
 
    The girl opened her mouth, and her frightened hazel eyes followed the Queen to the elevator. 
 
    On her way down in the elevator which, on that day, felt particularly claustrophobic, the Queen was muttering miserably, “They all need something from me… They all want something… I’m sick of it!” 
 
    Nikki dashed out of the gate of the Leopard Tower and decided to skip the lecture that was about to begin; she sat down on a bench surrounded by thick shrubbery, her face buried in her hands, oblivious to the beautiful flowers around. 
 
    Nikki was intensely sorry for herself. 
 
    She felt downright miserable. She was hungry, upset, unwanted. She was hopeless, she was a mess. She had had a few lucky moments, but now it was all over. Her career of a loser was to begin today. And it would hardly be long, since King Ditbit would certainly take care of that. 
 
    A golden bubble swam up to the surface of her black melancholy. “Jerry! He needs only me, neither my money nor my royal potential.” 
 
    Nikki removed the hands from her face. Another colored thought joined the first one, “He would not hesitate to step between me and mortal danger.” 
 
    A warm light flickered in her breast. She got up and looked around; she inhaled the poignant fragrance of the shrubs in bloom, took in the gentle chirruping in the green gloom. 
 
    “He has promised he will never leave me. And Jerry is always true to his word.” 
 
    All of a sudden, her optimist came back, wagging its bushy tail and yapping guiltily. 
 
    “Have you enjoyed your break, you scrawny beast?” Nikki asked good-humoredly. “Good that you are back, for I’m already biting around.” 
 
    Cheered up, the girl marched to the Humanities Block to attend her lecture. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On Wednesday night Vegan Goblins got together to discuss their project of the interstellar spacecraft. 
 
    The meeting took place in the hall of the Leopard Tower. Waiting for the stragglers, Artemis was applying some ointment to Phoebus’s bruises, muttering angrily, “Did you really need that duel with Dmitry? He is his year’s boxing champion.” 
 
    “He expressed a doubt that English Boxing had been invented by Ancient Greeks. How could I abide by that?” 
 
    “And who turned out to be right? I mean, who got the upper hand in the duel?” 
 
    “It’s a big question,” admitted Phoebus. “He proclaimed that he had sold me a pound of bad luck. But I, in my turn, showed him the place where…” He strained his memory, “Kuzka’s moms are wintering.” 
 
    Dzintara who had just wandered in to listen to the latest interstellar lore almost missed her chair while sitting down. 
 
    “How come you are interested in Russian metaphors?” she asked, laughing. 
 
    “Metaphors reveal the soul of a nation,” Phoebus said with a shrug. “I’m contemplating… a Russian project of sorts.” 
 
    Then he hissed with pain: Artemis got to yet another bruise. While treating her brother’s wounds, she was muttering, “You have quarreled with pretty much everyone…” 
 
    “Not really,” Phoebus objected. “As a man of honor, I offered a handshake of friendship to Dmitry after the duel. He shook my hand willingly and told me that a lupus from Tambov would be honored by my friendship.” 
 
    Apparently, Dzintara had dropped something on the floor; she slipped under her chair and emitted several grunts from therein. 
 
    Nikki was surprised to see the tall flat-faced Ming the Dragon at the meeting. He intercepted her gaze and asked aggressively, “Do you mind?” 
 
    “No,” Nikki said evenly. “Aloha, Ming.” 
 
    “In our project he is in charge of radiation security,” Isabelle said hurriedly. 
 
    Ming the Dragon turned away and took a seat in the corner. 
 
    Isabelle addressed the worthy goblins, summing up the problems that space travelers would have to face while covering the enormous distance to the other stars, the distance that even the light takes ages to travel. 
 
    Isabelle who used to be so shy now looked quite confident. Her cheeks were blushing though. 
 
    “Problem number one, fuel. To ensure comfort and maximum speed, the craft has to travel with one g acceleration. Thus it would require an enormous amount of jet fuel, even if it is used with utmost efficiency – emitted from the spouts with the relative speed close to that of light. We need to either stock up fuel before the flight, or procure it on the way.” 
 
    “What do you mean, on the way?” asked Borm the Owl. 
 
    “One of the options is to collect interstellar hydrogen as we go,” Smith Jigich said morosely. 
 
    Dzintara was amazed. 
 
    “I always thought that the main challenge of reaching the other stars is actually time: only the children of the astronauts who have left the Earth will be able to make it to their goal.” 
 
    “With one g acceleration the craft will quickly reach the approximate speed of light,” specified Isabelle. “So if the distance to the star is ten light years, it will take the craft a little over ten years to reach it.” 
 
    “However, there are no man-friendly planets by the nearest stars, so we have to consider a flight that would last for twenty or thirty light years,” echoed Smith. 
 
    Nikki was listening closely, without saying a word. 
 
    “Due to the time dilation effect, the astronauts’ time on the spaceship will go much slower than on Earth.” 
 
    Borm the Owl waved his hands enthusiastically, “If the ship keeps accelerating by one g for ten years it will, in the astronauts’ relative time, cover ten thousand light years! While de-accelerating, it will cover another ten thousand light years. The astronauts will be able to traverse the Galaxy within the life span of one generation. And it won’t take them all that long to reach the nearest star – they wouldn’t even need too much in terms of supplies.” 
 
    “We do not dismiss the inertial flight completely; it might work in an emergency,” said Isabelle, half-agreeing. “That’s why it is essential that the craft is self-sufficient throughout the long flight, in terms of food, water, oxygen…” The girl stammered and turned even redder. “Besides, the travelers will need to have all the provisions for conjugal life and childbearing, for these people will not be just a crew, they will be colonists. They will need a school, a university.” 
 
    “Do you suggest they drag a whole city along?” Ming cried out. 
 
    “This would be ideal,” Isabelle agreed promptly. “Besides, a larger crew will find it easier to deal with the psychological issues related to a long flight.” 
 
    “A man won’t pick out a wolve’s eye!” added Phoebus.  
 
    “Now I will give the floor to Smith Jigich, the head of the Fuel and Resources Task Group,” said Isabelle. 
 
    Smith went straight to the point, “There’s no simple solution to the fuel problem. We will need enormous traps to collect hydrogen on the way, besides, hydrogen is a hot thing, and a pain in the neck: it creates a neck-breaking problem of frontal radiation!” 
 
    “I agree,” Ming said solemnly. “At relativistic speeds the interstellar gas turns into a life-threatening radiation: the crew will die of exposure rather than of old age!” 
 
    “Right!” said Jigich. “We’ve been raсking our brains, and the only solution we found was to fly to the stars on an ice comet. We will make a cave inside the comet; the thick layer of ice will protect the crew against radiation. Ice water with the addition of mineral dust will supply the craft with fuel and other essentials throughout the flight.” 
 
    “I like the idea,” said Nikki. “We approach a star on a comet, put it on the astrocentric orbit – and there we have a ready-to-use base. I don’t like the idea of a city in a cave though. It’s psychologically oppressive and geologically dangerous, especially at accelerations. Would it be possible to build an outside dome on the way? Therein, they will have the most acceptable direction of acceleration…” 
 
    “It won’t work!” Ming the Dragon said perkily. “This city will directly exposed to the radiation stream of upcoming gas. I have tested all the existing materials used for building the domes, there are none that would ensure full protection against radiation and protracted exposure to interstellar dust.” 
 
    Isabelle sighed. 
 
    “Another big challenge related to the idea of an inhabited comet is propulsion – where do we get the engines powerful enough to accelerate a comet to sub-light speed?” 
 
    “We were instructed to ignore the propulsion issue – let’s forget about it and try to deal with other problems,” said Nikki. 
 
    “Well, if  the engines are none of our problem,” Ming said sarcastically, “we should rather take two comets: one will fly ahead and protect the city at the top of the second ice body. It won’t be a problem to find a double Trans-Neptunian, there are heaps of them at the edge of the Solar System.” 
 
    “Super!” Nikki looked at the Dragon with respect. “The second comet can be used as a shield against wandering asteroids, galactic storms of cosmic rays, and even against supernova explosions. And if there are any emergencies, one Trans-Neptunian will suffice at the de-acceleration stage, for the city will no longer be at the front of the comet, it will be at the back…” 
 
    Ming opened his mouth in amazement, but did not say anything. 
 
    Eventually the discussion died out – they were tired of arguing. Isabelle put the meeting to a close, having instructed everyone to send their comments through the web. 
 
    Nikki said approvingly, “You have come up with a great design, which resolves the principal problems of interstellar flights.” 
 
    “One’s brain is not a cat to be kept in a bag!” Phoebus said smugly. 
 
    “But how are we going to move those huge comets, almost the size of planets?” Smith asked skeptically. 
 
    “All in good time,” Nikki said casually. “As of now, we can stick to the ground rule of the contest and never mind the propulsion.” 
 
    “When we get the prize, I will buy a Maserati,” Ming the Dragon said hopefully. “I’ve been thinking about it for a long time, too bad my parents have zero understanding of really cool cars…” 
 
    Space Goblins were dispersing. Phoebus leaned over to Dzintara and asked softly, “Is it right that Russians have zaznobushki – girls that make you shiver?” 
 
    It took Dzintara quite a while to answer. Finally she quenched her fit of blissful sobs, and said in a faltering voice, “This is a top secret of the mysterious Russian soul that I will never reveal!” 
 
      
 
    The centaur trapped Nikki by the elevator. She listened to the message, and promptly turned down the invitation. 
 
    “I’m not coming!” 
 
    After a long pause, the messenger said, “I reported the situation to the Principal. He says that if you ignore the invitation of the in-house psychoanalyst, you will be summoned to the Disciplinary Board.” 
 
    Nikki realized that she won’t be able to avoid visiting the nasty Dr. Frostman, and, with a sigh, followed the centaur. It took her to a low door at the end of a dark passage. 
 
    “Have they moved the psychoanalyst to a new location?” Nikki thought, amazed. 
 
    There was no doctor’s office behind the door, just a room illuminated by unsettling splashes of color. Weird iridescent spots were running up and down the walls, accompanied by the equally weird sounds – protracted wailing or nerve-wrecking gasps. Nikki felt a tickling in her nose. 
 
    “Capricorn’s hunch! The Doctor has invented a psychedelic closet!” chuckled Nikki and followed the centaur across the room to yet another door, holding her breath, trying not to look too closely at the mesmerizing patterns and not to listen to the irritating shrieks. When she opened the next door, the racket behind her back structured itself into a well-defined and unpleasant laughter. 
 
    The new room looked much better. It was brightly lit by a screen on the wall, which looked very much like a window: a sunny beach, croaking seagulls, squat sea waves hissing on the hot pebbles. Nikki even felt the astringent iodine smell of the seaweeds. 
 
    The Doctor was not there either. 
 
    A little girl appeared on the screen, running towards the sea. She ran in, knee-deep, shrieked with delight and turned round. 
 
    Nikki froze. 
 
    It was her, her hair still blond, not transparent. Still careless the birds and babies are. Yet she had never been to the seaside! 
 
    The girl on the screen was chasing the waves, the camera drawing closer and higher. Here was Nikki looking at the small girl from the height of an adult, with the eyes of a silent intruder. 
 
    A shadow fell on the child. Little Nikki turned round, squinting against the sun. Her smile was fading quickly. 
 
    The movie was a masterpiece; the adult Nikki felt such an urge to scream, Run!  that she had to bite her lip. 
 
    The girl, her face frightened, shaded her eyes with her hand – either from the sun or from the unseen peril. 
 
    The camera dashed down. 
 
    A close-up of a child’s hand. A long cut, crunching into the fragile wrist. A gush of blood that flooded the screen. The iodine fragrance of the sea was replaced by a poignant stench of medication. 
 
    A shriek resonated in the room. Nikki could not figure out who was screaming, her or the girl on the screen. Later she discovered herself on the floor. 
 
    Robbie, too, was shrieking into her ears, but she could not make out his words in the unbearable racket: a huge machine hammer appeared on the screen, it was hitting a hot crimson chunk of metal. The metal was flattening docilely, by spurts, spraying the dark dross. Nikki went deaf, with heat and hot metal residue breathing into her face. The fiery pile drew so close that it was hard to check the urge to draw back. 
 
    Before she could inhape, the image changed: an early night, a cool breeze, candles burning on a cafeteria table. A bunch of fragrant flowers. Two young hands entwined affectionately… and aged right away, disfigured by wrinkles, bulging veins and age spots. The fragrance of the flowers was replaced by the stench of old man’s underwear. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here!” Robbie’s voice finally drifted through to her. 
 
    Nikki stood up with an effort. 
 
    On the screen a majestic stag raised its statuesque head from the water and focused its melancholy eyes on the girl. Water was dripping from its muzzle. Was it Tommy? And then the stag was dead, with bloated belly and wide-spread legs. The reek of putrescence assaulted her nose. The space filled up with the buzz of dozens of flies. The image drew closer, the stag’s decaying flesh now looked like slippery mounds dotted with blue and green armored giants. The insects turned into hairy spiky monsters, while Nikki was looking at them through the faceted eyes of a similar monster. The buzz was replaced by a low hum, while the putrescent smell morphed into a strong caramel aroma. 
 
    “Did the Doctor really think I will agree to be a lab rat in his maze?” 
 
    Nikki pushed back – locked! Then she dashed for the door in front. The centaur had disappeared. The girl pressed herself against the door; it was locked too. Nikki was not discouraged, though. Does he really think that a mere door can stop me? She took a couple of steps back, to smash the obstacle. And then came a pleasant female voice, “Hello, Nikki! How are you doing?” 
 
    Nikki froze, and turned. On the screen, she saw… 
 
    Her mom and dad! 
 
    Her mother, young and beautiful, was looking at her with affection. 
 
    “Nikki, darling, how you have grown!” 
 
    These words were uttered by her father. 
 
    Her parents were smiling at her, holding hands. Nikki knew that it was yet another trick by Dr. Frostman, yet she could not take her eyes off the two faces she loved most. 
 
    “Why don’t you say something, darling?” her mother asked with a frown. “Go ahead, speak to us!” 
 
    Nikki was unable to say anything; yet, from the back of her mind, came a thought that her mother had never called her darling. She called her Nikki, most of the time. Nicole, when really angry. Or Nicoletta, to show special affection. 
 
    “Stop shouting at her,” her father snapped. 
 
    Robbie was urging her to leave, but the girl, mesmerized, watched her parents have a row, scream at each other. 
 
    And then the impossible happened… 
 
    …Her dad hit her mom. 
 
    Mom collapsed on the floor, sobbing hysterically. 
 
    Nikki the teenager knew full well that she was just watching an impossible on-screen nightmare, one of Dr. Frostman’s dirty experiments. Yet the small girl within was howling miserably, watching the people she loved hate and hurt each other. The child’s heart was falling apart while her parents were fighting with each other. 
 
    Finally, Nikki took Robbie’s advise and hit the door with her full weight. It flew open, the girl lost her balance and was flung into darkness. 
 
    Her heart in shreds, Nikki was lying on the floor and, despite all her additional senses, could not get her bearings and head for the exit. And, all of a sudden, a grating sound of torn metal and a piercing shriek of a child came from the dark abyss. 
 
    It slashed Nikki’s heart, setting her neck on fire. 
 
    The girl could not pick herself up from the floor and began to crawl desperately in the dark. Robbie seemed to have come to her aid, and soon enough Nikki fell through a door, accompanied by her own endless, crushing shrieks from the past. 
 
    Now she was in Dr. Frostman’s familiar office. Here was the Doctor, in person, sitting by the table at the far end. 
 
    A SPIDER. 
 
    The centaur was standing by, a paralyzer in its claw. The Doctor seemed to be prepared for emergencies. 
 
    Nikki scrambled to her shaking feet and shouted, “Why do you do it, you scoundrel?” 
 
    The Doctor just smiled wordlessly. There were heaps of furniture between him and Nikki – shelves and tables, with lots of glass vases and tins on each. 
 
    In one blow, Nikki destroyed a round table with a flower pot and a coffee set. 
 
    The psychoanalyst looked elated, “A great shot for a sensational movie about a wild queen!” 
 
    His delight stopped Nikki in her tracks. If your enemy is happy, it means you are doing something wrong. 
 
    Frostman was head over heels with delight, “Great! An excellent discharge of subconscious tension! Today we’ve made a huge step ahead in understanding of your problem.” 
 
    Nikki saw full well that she had two solutions: to make her way to the doctor and to rip his throat, or to leave, having swallowed his sacrilege, and to make sure she never saw him again, for then her self-control might fail. 
 
    The Doctor, elated, sprang to his feet, “The first peak of Thorndike curve! You are not the smartest rat to walk through my maze. You love your parents, you are romantic and proud? A perfect, yet fragile combination.” 
 
    Nikki narrowed her eyes.  If you see two solutions and hate them both, it is just the time to look for the third one. 
 
    All of a sudden, the centaur that stood by the Doctor’s side began to shift from one foot to the other, then turned the paralyzer and fired it into Frostman’s side. His smile frozen, the Doctor collapsed on the floor, upsetting a shelf with memo-crystals. The blue cubes scattered all over the room. 
 
    “Well done, Robbie,” said Nikki under her breath. “Are we connected?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With a sinister smile, Nikki kicked the air with her leg. The centaur, standing in the corner over the Doctor’s body, copied her move, driving its plastic hoof into the doctor’s fat side. Frostman grunted, still smiling. The centaur put its foot back on the floor, the blue cubes crunching under its wide hoof. 
 
    “A great shot for The New Frankenstein movie. Goodnight, Doctor.” The girl left the room, having said at the door, “Ten repetitions, please, Robbie.” 
 
    She walked away to the repeated grunting of the Doctor. 
 
    The surge of energy caused by the last encounter with the Doctor subsided fairly fast; Nikki had to make an effort to drag herself back to her room. Five minutes later Jerry burst into the Leopard Tower, summoned, without Nikki’s permission, by Robbie. Jerry was shocked to see the girl, all broken. He brewed her some tea and did all he could to help her recover. 
 
    The Mowgli told her friend what had happened in the analyst’s office. Re-living the situation, she exclaimed, “The swine used my parents for his dirty tricks!” 
 
    Her eyes flared, and she asked Robbie, “Is the Doctor still unconscious?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you still connected to the centaur?” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    The girl lifted her foot and stomped vigorously – once, twice. 
 
    Jerry saw no sense at all, yet he was delighted to see the satisfaction on Nikki’s face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the next day the girl held a conference with her lawyer, yet his verdict was quite discouraging. 
 
    “The psychoanalysts are a powerful group of medical mobsters. You cannot sue one for showing virtual scenes – he will motivate it by medical reasons.” 
 
    “But he conducted those experiments without my consent! The cad was recording all my responses he was interested in!” Nikki cried out. 
 
    “His status of the College in-house physician permits him to do so,” Diemens the lawyer said in dismay. 
 
    Nikki thought, Do I now have to live here at the College next door to this lousy vampire and spy, Dr. Frostman? I wish he’d rather attack me with an axe… 
 
    Alas, the renowned expert in brain-fixing used a much more powerful and painful weapon. The scenes that Nikki saw in the Doctor’s maze were painful splinters stuck in her heart. With his typical empathy, Jerry figured out her feelings and spent the night browsing the Web in search of a reliable antidote. 
 
    He woke Nikki up in the morning, and made her seat in front of the screen. 
 
    “Look here!” 
 
    Nikki’s heart missed a beat when she saw the real footage of her parents that Jerry had fished out from the remotest back alleys of Internet. 
 
    The girl spent a whole hour in a bright colorful world where two young, vivacious people moved, smiled and kissed, and by their side, holding their hands, their totally happy little daughter ran and stumbled, wailed and giggled. 
 
    It was hard to watch it, and yet, when the screen went blank, Nikki exhaled, happy and liberated. The poisonous professional imitations vanished in the staggering light of the simple truth. 
 
      
 
    Queen Nikki had to study harder than most of the other students, for she still had huge gaps in her education. For instance, the young Mowgli was a geography ignoramus, and thus an easy prey for the caustic old lady who was teaching geosciences at the College. 
 
    “There, record-holder, go ahead!” Once again, Professor Catherine Tour summoned Nikki to the map of the world. “Show me the capital of Scotland! How fast do the glaciers move? Will you point out the largest city of the world? What are the ocean beaches made of?” 
 
    Nikki failed to answer any of the questions, and had to stand in the hail of the geographer’s sneering comments. 
 
    “You don’t even know the difference between the East and the West Coast of South America! Outstanding ignorance!” 
 
    The Professor punished Nikki by giving her a monstrous amount of homework. Isabelle tried to intervene. 
 
    “She has never studied geography before, why are you so hard on her?” 
 
    It was not a smart move. 
 
    “So what? Does Ms. Greenwich plan to remain a savage?” asked the Professor menacingly, and added a project on coastal relieves. 
 
    “You have to submit it before Christmas! And make sure I have fun reading it!” Professor Tour said haughtily. “Even a brainless computer can copy stuff from a textbook. Try to find an innovative approach, or I won’t give you a credit!” 
 
    Nikki would not mind studying geography, but there were only twenty four hours in a day, and out of these six or seven were snatched away by sleep; if not, her body began to protest and to nod off whenever and wherever it felt like. 
 
    Besides, Nikki loved Earth. It was her dream planet, melancholy and remote, and yet – luminous. 
 
     The Mowgli spent hours watching documentaries on the swamps of Florida inhabited by bio-enemies and bio-friends; on the morose and humid jungles and airy birch groves; on Alpine meadows, blooming brightly amid the rocks, under the cool summer sky. Everything delighted her: the downward crawling green-glass glaciers of Antarctica that had flooded the black frozen mountains up to the peaks, and the even slower growth of the Himalayas in the area of the strong tectonic tensions. Andaman Archipelago,  Tyrrhenian Sea, the Cordilleras – the wondrous names were ringing like bells in the wind. 
 
    Where are those uninhabited islands that Jerry promised to show me? 
 
    The fishes, schooling amid the corals of the warm seas, gave Nikki a shock. She had believed that she was an expert on Fish. She had studied it meticulously, almost two tons of it! Nikki explored the fried, baked, dried and – let’s face it – raw fish. Swift, elliptical shape, strong body, elegant, subdued colors. Hello, I’m Eric the Fish. 
 
    Nikki made a virtual dive into a tropical sea and found herself at a fish masquerade: the underwater dwellers either lined up in two-foot many-eyed pins or flattened into pancakes with pouting lips, or released sharp sickles and long threads from their backs, as if they wanted to catch a co-swimmer. Their colors were bold – as if there were no predators around. Some coral dwellers liked unicolor: bright yellow, black or languid mother-of-pearl. The others, though, went over the top, embellishing their faces with red and green spots, and their sides with blue and orange stripes. For some reason, Nikki found the brightly-colored fishes laughable – they looked like Professor Dermurray dressed up in a ridiculous ballet dancer’s skirt. 
 
    When will she see all these delights with her own eyes? She caught herself chartering out the circumnavigation the two of them were dreaming about. 
 
    Yet, happy dreams about the warm islands aside, she still had to deal with the coastal relieves project. She had only one day left before the deadline. 
 
    Throughout the evening, Nikki was looking feverishly for an innovative approach to coasts and relieves. She even missed dinner, sipping tea and munching chocolate in front of her workscreen instead. She found a lidar database on the height of the Earth crust. 
 
    Robbie volunteered an explanation, “An airplane sends downward an invisible infrared laser beam, and, with a few inches precision, determines the location of the reflection point.” 
 
    “That much I know,” Nikki said impatiently, “for I have a lidar sensor in Jerry’s necklace. I can locate everything around me.” 
 
    “Right you are,” said Robbie, “but things around you keep shifting, especially when you run around like crazy, while the geographical relief is solid and unchanging.” 
 
    The girl decided to please the demanding Professor with a 3D collection of coastal structures, using the lidar data. She discovered a mysterious cliff in Texas, three feet tall, that stretched across the mainland several miles away from the coast of the Bay of Mexico. Was it the boundary of the ancient ocean, dating back to the previous warming? Could it be regarded as a coastal relief? Possibly, even though it was open to discussion. 
 
    Nikki spotted a winding forest river in Siberia. Robbie explained that the water washes off the porous banks, which makes the river bed unstable. Nikki deleted the lidar reflections of the trees, and left just the surface points. And it was as if a different planet met her eyes! 
 
     Rivulet beds, small ravines of paths and roadside ditches became visible on the naked earth, as well as the old mines, ruined buildings, caves and weird geometric patterns of trenches – it turned out that the thick forest had been keeping a lot of secrets. Dozens of loops of flattened dry beds showed up next to the river. They swarmed for miles around it. Who used to live on the ancient shores? Who drank the water from the now dry streams? 
 
    “These patterns of the river’s history are like rings on the cut of a tree!” thought Nikki. 
 
    And yet, Robbie was unable to date the former banks – two or five hundred years back? 
 
    “Not enough data,” he admitted. “I need to know the density of the soil, the speed and the depth of the river. Besides, there’s all the bother with modeling the destruction of the shore line. And I have my hands full as it is!” said Robbie, throwing in the metaphor adroitly. He caught it from his friend Voldemar, the lover of aphorisms.  
 
    Nikki added the river beds pattern to her home assignment with gusto, carefully bypassing the question of their age. 
 
    Night was snoring cozily in the Leopard Tower. The project was growing fast. Hills and valleys, overgrown with trees, flashed up on the screen; in an instance they shed off their green garment, revealing their secrets. The orifices of volcanoes, meteorite craters, dry streams of lava – Nikki could hardly take her eyes off the tempting geological sights, trying to stay within the framework of her assignment. 
 
    Then the coastline of the Caribbean island Puerto Rico caught her eye. By the most part, a solitary sand dune ran along its coastline, marking the edge of the tide. Yet on a Southern peninsular, underneath the torn-off shrubbery, she discovered over a dozen ancient dunes aligned with the coastline: their flattened peaks were some hundred yards apart. The two friends spent quite a long time racking their brains and electronic chains over the multi-tier relief, and then suddenly it dawned on Nikki. 
 
    “These are the hurricane dunes! I saw the coastline profiles after a hurricane: it destroys the existing dune and builds up another, far from the coastline, outside the reach of the regular tide. This line of dunes is an indication of strong hurricanes!” 
 
    “Why are there so many of them?” Robbie commented skeptically. “I assume that every new hurricane would destroy the previous dune!” 
 
    “Right, yet, because of the currents and the coral reefs’ growth the beach keeps expanding, and thus the coastline recedes into the ocean. That’s why the next hurricane does not destroy the previous dune, it rather creates its own nearby. This set of dunes is a geological chronicle of the strongest hurricanes of the Caribbean sea! How far back does it go, a few centuries or a few millenniums?” 
 
    Robbie, unfortunately, was again unable to date certain sand dunes. 
 
    They still took a place of honor in the final part of the project. 
 
    “I am still not sure that hurricanes have anything to do with it,” muttered Robbie. “It’s just a guess. Maybe, the changes of the water level in the ocean, or periods of intense coral growth are responsible for this multi-tier dune?” 
 
    “Don’t be such a pest,” retorted the girl. “Of course it’s a guess. It’s a school project, not a thesis, we should not get overambitious.” 
 
    Nikki dictated the last line, and leaned back in her chair, exhausted. 
 
    “I had no idea that most people on Earth live on the coastline – by the oceans, lakes and rivers.” 
 
    “Your geography is getting better!” 
 
    “Do you know that all people on Earth are related?” 
 
    “Of course I do, for this is derived from Fibbonacci rabbit numbers and probability theory. Are you excited by the fact that you are a niece, ten times removed, of a French President? Or that a Japanese fisherman from Kobe was, fifteen generations back, your cousin?” 
 
    “I am! When I learned about this worldwide family at a lecture on demography, it made me dizzy. Apparently, I have a lot of kin…” 
 
    “They don’t think of you as kin, and it makes no difference to them where you exist or not.” 
 
    “Well… every family has its problems. And it seems to me that people are not as indifferent to each other as you think. Suppose a Japanese fisherman sees that I am hungry and broke; won’t he share his catch with me?” 
 
    “Well… I guess he might.” 
 
    “There you go: we are all one family. And if I ever get a chance, I will also take care of the Japanese fisherman and the French President.” 
 
    “Do you really think they need you?” 
 
    “They do, even though they might not know about it.” 
 
    Nikki stood up, stretched herself and looked at the map of the world. All of a sudden, the wealth of the recently acquired geographic data made her gasp. 
 
    “How do the poor things survive there? They build their homes and their lives on the lid of a boiling cauldron! The continents scatter like slippery pieces of ice; earthquakes disrupt the earth crust; volcanoes pour fiery lava on the cities and bury them under hot ashes… And the tornadoes, and the floods… And the annual nightmares, the so-called winter and summer? People either suffocate in the heat or get buried in the ice and snow. You have to be a superman  to live on Earth. It takes some courage to leave home without a heavy duty spacesuit, for you might be attacked by a car or a crocodile, by frost or flu. An asteroid in space is a peaceful harbor in comparison.” 
 
    “Go to bed,” commanded Robbie. “Or you will be wandering around like a ghost tomorrow.” 
 
    “I want to get to Earth as soon as possible…” Nikki muttered irrelevantly in her slumber, slipping into the well-deserved and very brief sleep. 
 
    An old nightmare assaulted the exhausted girl: her mom and dad were walking away, forever, without even noticing her. She knew how the dream would end, with the locked door of solitude, and yet, speechless and helpless, she was stretching her hands desperately to reach for her parents – and all of a sudden she saw her mom turn. The girl’s heart began to pound faster than the bird’s – and, right away, she shed the burden of her weakness. Her mom and dad took her hands, and they walked on together. 
 
    She was so happy that she was looking just at them, paying no attention as to where they were walking. 
 
    It was a long walk. They talked, they laughed. Night came, dark and drizzling, but the girl would not mind walking in the rain for the rest of her life. 
 
    She was not alone! Not alone! 
 
    The road ended by a red brick wall. Her mom’s heels cluttered on the wet tarmac and stopped by an open door. 
 
    Shimmering fog wreathed inside. 
 
    No one said a word; Nikki’s dad clutched her shoulder briefly and pushed her ahead. 
 
    She stepped inside and turned. Her parents were standing on the other side of the door, smiling through their tears and their concern. The empty night street with the dim yellow lights sailed away into the past. 
 
    The girl realized that her parents could not step through the door, but they were wishing her as much happiness as a human soul can embrace. 
 
    She also realized that she could not and should not go back, for her road lay ahead. She sensed that right now she would understand something of paramount importance, something that would give new meaning and significance to her life. 
 
    The pearly mist was shimmering around her, twirling into pillars and cones. It was emitting a strange fragrance. 
 
    “Where do I go next?” asked Nikki, looking at the mist floating at her feet. 
 
    What was the mist hiding? A parquet floor, a trap, an abyss? 
 
    You won’t know until you step ahead. 
 
    The girl, boldly, made the first step – and felt the strong and soft surface. It felt like a well-cropped lawn. 
 
    Something made Nikki realize that a moment ago there hadn’t been anything underneath her feet. Her first step had created this foundation. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, she plunged into the pearly mist; the solid foundation headed forward too, promptly staying ahead. 
 
    The girl waved her hand, and a tunnel, straight as an arrow, going upwards, cut its way through the mist. Another second, and the blue sky began to shine in the misty window. Let there be light! thought Nikki and spread the sky wider. 
 
    Another wave of her hand brought the hot sun into the sky. The girl squinted, laughed and turned to take another look at her parents. They were now far away, inside the small square of the door that was sailing through the mist. Her dad was waving one hand, his other one lying on mom’s shoulder. She was smiling through her tears. Behind their backs street lamps were glowing softly, like fireflies. 
 
    Nikki realized that she had done everything right. 
 
    The hot sun began to disperse  the mist, revealing a vast meadow overgrown with lavish and shaggy grass. She brought her hand down vertically, and a spring appeared in the meadow, glittering in the sun. It skipped and slipped on the wet boulders. 
 
    The mist was dispersing, receding. Hey, bro, do me one more favor! thought the girl, caught the fleeing fragments of the mist and shaped them into trees and a forest. 
 
    Then she plucked a small twig of maple, crushed it in her hand, re-shaped it into a yellow bird. The bird took off from her palm, chirruping something happy and familiar. 
 
    Nikki woke up to the morning song of her canary. She was brimming with the sense of her omnipotence. “The purpose of a human life is to become God,” she said. 
 
    “A Creator,” she corrected herself, and sprang out of bed. The delight gushing out of her heart made it impossible to stay down. 
 
    Her parents had taken her with them! They had been with Nikki till the very end, and they loved her. 
 
    Never would the nightmares of an abandoned child torture her again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a note, red and stern, on the information board: 
 
      
 
    On 3—11 January an educational trip to Mars is scheduled for all the sophomore students. 
 
    The trip is mandatory! 
 
    If a student is  unwilling to participate he/she must submit a note from the parents. Those who refrain from visiting Mars will get an additional assignment in planetology, and will be very sorry that they missed the trip! 
 
    Departure: 3 January, 7 a.m. 
 
    Duration of flight: 75 hours there, 72 hours back. 
 
    The visit to Mars includes day trips to Marsopolis, a Grand Canyon Farm and Northern Glacier Caves. 
 
      
 
    Teacher-in-Charge 
 
    Professor Coach Benito Njavah 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nikki pointed the note out to Jerry. 
 
    “Should we go?” 
 
    “Of course. It would be fun. And we don’t have anyone to write the notes for us anyway…” 
 
    Nikki sighed. The same thought visited her each time when she saw the notifications about parental conferences or other events involving moms and dads. 
 
    Those who have moms and dads are unbelievably lucky. 
 
    Nikki could earn millions, Jerry could make the smartest robot in the world. 
 
    Together, they could move mountains, but none of them could bring their parents back. 
 
    Mom and dad, it’s an irreversible happiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Professor Tour gave Nikki a credit for her coastal relieves projects, expressing her satisfaction in the following way: 
 
    “It’s more than I have expected from such an ignoramus!” 
 
    Then, after a pause, she said, “Don’t you feel like doing some serious research in geography?” 
 
    “I do,” Nikki said promptly, “the trouble is that I can’t. My sleep deprivation is getting worse and worse.” 
 
    The Professor was not at all surprised. 
 
    “Would you mind if I ask other students to look into the origins of the multi-tier dune? It seems to be a most interesting structure.” 
 
    “Not in the least, providing later you share the story with me.” 
 
    “We will, if we manage to decipher it!” 
 
    Professor Tour’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm, and she looked at the roomful of unusually quiet students. 
 
    “Any volunteers to spend the winter break in Puerto Rico?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The break was approaching, at the speed of a turtle with tied legs. 
 
    The students were groaning, and could not wait for the semester to be over. 
 
    Finally the turtle got there, with a guilty toothless smile. 
 
    Oufff! 
 
    The Christmas Ball! The Christmas Ball! 
 
    All the classroom torments were promptly forgotten, and time rushed ahead as a mad hare. The Ball is tomorrow, and the tuxedo still has to be taken in, and the shoes have not arrived yet, and the dress is too tight in the waist and elsewhere, and the sash is the wrong color, and these heels look like they’ve been designed in the days of the mammoths, and, looking ahead, I see not just the ball, but a blackhead on my nose. Disaster! 
 
    In the evening Jerry, Dmitry and Bim gathered in the hall of the tenth floor of the Leopard Tower. The gentlemen were waiting for their ladies, adjusting their neckties and bowties over and over again, taking every existing and non-existing opportunity  to cast a glance at the clock and at the door with a girl carrying an umbrella. 
 
    Finally the doors slid open, and three girls emerged together: Nikki, Isabelle and Laura. 
 
    Their indignation frozen on their lips, the three young men followed them inside the elevator. 
 
    Dmitry exhaled and asked miserably, “How do you manage to turn from ordinary girls into a flock of goddesses?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” the corpulent Laura in an orange dress, with an impressive pitch-black hairdo, said pompously. “We are always goddesses! But we take pity on you guys, and on regular workdays we turn into ordinary girls. Just so you could concentrate on your studies.” 
 
    Bim was inhaling three fragrances at a time, his eyes ran wild, following his nostrils. 
 
    Nikki was wearing a light blue dress with silver straps that streamed down in such an intricate pattern that the eye, hypnotized, followed their curves. 
 
    Jerry was staring at Nikki, ignoring, rather tactlessly, the other girls, even though Isabelle looked stunning in her black dress with rich golden embroidery. Louise the Beautician put her blond hair into a pattern with such a complicated topology of the locks that, from various angles, Isabelle’s hairdo looked at least like five completely different hairdos. 
 
    Isabelle looked great, but it made no difference to Jerry – and he couldn’t do anything about it, the obsessed sod. Neither did he want to. 
 
    He saw nothing except his precious Nikki, who seemed luminescent to him. 
 
    He inhaled nothing but the fragrance of her favorite yellow roses. 
 
    Nikki was smiling, her loving eyes fixed on the young man. 
 
    It was an amazing trip in the magic elevator – tête-à-tête in the boisterous company of their friends. To see no one but each other, to build delicate silver bridges, to send a hot breath and to get burned by the return one, to weave unbreakable transparent webs, to get entangled in them. 
 
    The elevator came to a halt and, obviously relieved, let out the six young people, surrounded by a cloud of aromas, strange shimmering and sparkles. 
 
    The young men led their ladies into the reception hall. At the door they all gasped and stopped in their tracks. 
 
    This Christmas Ball was superior to all the previous ones. 
 
    The room had been divided into four sections. In one corner lay the Christmas Montmartre,  Paris – trees with glittering electric garlands, cozy cafes where one could get a real snack. In the other corner towered the legendary Russian New Year Tree, decorated with the brightly painted national toys. Those who stared too hard ran a risk of stepping into an ice hall in the Antarctic corner of the room, into a glittering semi-transparent palace built of ice caves and rocks, with penguins wandering through them and students rushing by on the skates. Yet another corner was made to look like Times Square from New York City, with the famous glass ball that breaks with the twelfth chime of the clock. Students were already dancing at the moonlit Times Square and around the Russian Tree, while some suspicious and noisy activities were in progress inside the caves of the ice palace, either a hide-and-seek or a game of tag. 
 
    The air in the room was heavy with the trendy Grape Flower fragrance and ablaze with the girls’ colorful dresses and the boy’s elegant suits – a whole assortment of tuxedos and tailcoats. There was also a fair share of carnival pirates, cowboys and courtiers of various epochs who had disembarked, dismounted, or trotted into the room. 
 
    The hot style of the year was to dye your hair the color of black pearls – various shades of black, green or pearl. And the most trendy hairstyle was the mirror-hair, ‘a mercury flower.’ The most dazzling hairdos could actually hurt your eyes, and some young men were making caustic remarks to that point. 
 
    Only to be sorry within seconds. 
 
    The students ate, danced, enjoyed themselves. In Tavern, a Parisian café, the Stags were singing Happy Birthday to a girl in a lilac dress. The girl, her face flushed, was blowing off the candles on the cake. In the café next door a group of Leopards was discussing flights and moving wings. Someone was bellowing that even on the Moon a human would not be physically capable of a lengthy flapping-wing flight; the others objected that thermals could be used for gliding, while the wing moves would offer the pilot additional mobility and freedom. A group of Dragons stood, arguing, by a beautiful illuminated fountain, paying no attention to it, engrossed in a political dispute. The Dragons, red-faced, had long sidestepped the diplomatic protocol; the remarks that sailed above the splashing of the fountain were quite acrid. 
 
    “Thank gods, I am not a Scotsman!” 
 
    “Nothing can please me, a Scotsman, more!” 
 
    “You are as dumb as they make them!” 
 
    “I see that forgiving yourself is an easy and even pleasant job…” 
 
    “Adults are adults. Nothing to get from them, except genetic material…” 
 
    “Inflation, amplification… an illusion of understanding is understanding’s main enemy…” 
 
    “I’d love to purchase your brain for research. It must be queer!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Professors were also attending the Christmas Ball. 
 
    Professor Dermurray, clad in a depressing brown suit, surveyed with disgust Professor Mysoft’s sophisticated hairdo and intricate outfit of pearly brocade, and pronounced, “I can see now why you were late with your end-of-term report!” 
 
    Exmine who was standing nearby turned abruptly and said, “It’s as well that carrying swords is an outdated custom: now gentlemen can be rude to ladies and go unpunished!” 
 
    Mysoft cast such a grateful look at Exmine that the air between them began to shimmer. 
 
    “Don’t lecture me on ethics!” said Dermurray, going red. 
 
    Professor Exmine curled his lip. 
 
    “That is well beyond me, for I am fully aware of the notorious Brazilian episode. I am speaking about etiquette only. About something even you can manage.” 
 
    Dermurray went purple, turned abruptly and left. 
 
    Professor Mysoft was looking at her knight with adoration. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the ballroom Nikki got surrounded by a group of girls, mostly Dragons, with a couple of Owls and even one freshman Leopard – the one who was always eyeing her with irritating awe. 
 
    “We have something serious to discuss, Your Majesty!” Tina the Dragon began. 
 
    “Why are you so officious?” Nikki asked in surprise. “OK, let’s discuss it.” 
 
    “You are now the Queen, which means you need friends and assistants!” Tina said resolutely. 
 
    The girls were looking expectantly at Nikki. The most straightforward, or the most dumb one, Cora the Dragon, said, “Queens always have ladies-in-waiting! Who also live in palaces!” 
 
    The prospective ladies-in-waiting looked sideward at Cora, and then joined in all together: 
 
    “You will need political support…” 
 
    “We will sort out your mail and write letters to your admirers…” 
 
    Cora the Dragon: “There might be some nice-looking guys amid them…” 
 
    The girls scrutinized Nikki’s dress. 
 
    “We will work on your image!” 
 
    “You have to be the most beautiful and the most elegant…” 
 
    “You are so smart and cool…” 
 
    Cora the Dragon: “And what’s really exciting – why are you so smart?” 
 
    The ladies-in-waiting were babbling: 
 
    “There are still lots of things you don’t know…” 
 
    “And we will help you to sort it all out!” 
 
    Again, Cora the Dragon didn’t beat about the bush: “And then, one day, you will help us!” 
 
    Nikki was listening doubtfully and was about to send the prospective ladies-in-waiting packing, but then thought better of it, for a Queen must be able to find common grounds with everyone, and to use everyone’s potential. Especially the Einsteinians potential. Could she find a job at Greenwich Center for this ladies-in-waiting club? Like, helping the orphans? 
 
    Come to think about it, the girls’ hopes for a court career were quite justified. A royal person had almost as much power as a President, and sometimes even more. Politicians of such scale always have their own support teams. From that point of view, it would be downright stupid for Nikki’s co-eds to miss such a great opportunity of joining the Queen’s retinue. The Mowgli saw it right away, sighed and said diplomatically, “I will think about it.” 
 
      
 
    Mysoft was dancing with Exmine, complaining about her life under constant pressure: teaching and research leave no gaps for anything… definitely not for any private life. 
 
    Her laments were in a weird contrast to the joyful tone of her voice. Professor Exmine was directing her deftly through the moves, trying to offer some consolation in his well-set voice. 
 
    “The list of things we would never have time for is always long and tedious. Cheer up, Helen! After all, only those things that we have time for really matter.” 
 
    Professor Guslik, in her habitual nondescript garment, was sitting in one of the Parisian cafes, looking at the happy crowd and sipping an emerald-colored cocktail – apparently sour. 
 
    An old waltz sounded through the room, most of the dancers stepped to the side. Just a few couples stayed on the floor, the tallest and the most attractive being Dzintara and Phoebus. For this particular night, the Russian Princess discarded her gamin outfit and put on a bell-shaped white dress, while the Greek god was dressed as a Spanish hidalgo. The couples’ deftness and grace caused universal admiration. When the dance ended, they were rewarded by loud applause and showers of confetti from crackers. 
 
    Dzintara and Phoebus’s relationship was balancing on the verge of gentle sarcasm and ironic tenderness. 
 
    They were constantly arguing, about everything. 
 
    Phoebus was also a poet, and also studied biology. Unlike Dzintara, who was more into botany, Phoebus was involved in neuroscience, especially in human perception and intuition. 
 
    Often enough the young man was using the Princess as his lab animal. 
 
    He offered Dzintara, still hot from the dancing, a glass of fizzy juice, and asked severely, “Are you aware that humans have two visions? The foveal and the peripheral one?” 
 
    Dzintara was sipping her drink in silence, looking suspiciously at Phoebus. 
 
    “Take a closer look at my divine face. And keep your eyes there! Do you see that my face is the only thing that your eyes see in the highest resolution?” 
 
    Phoebus knew how to trap the attention! 
 
    “My image is in the most sensitive, foveal part of your retina. If I stretch a hand sideways, for you it will look blurred. In order to see what I hold in my hand, you will have to shift your foveal, best-quality vision.” 
 
    Instinctively, Dzintara shifted her gaze on Phoebus’s outstretched hand. She saw the silver Spanish embroidery on his sleeve, and nothing in his palm. A cheat! 
 
    “Your vision is tuned in the right way: in comparison with my face, the rest of the world is dull and uninformative. For it, the peripheral, ‘just in case’ perception will suffice: the ability to notice large and moving objects, without being distracted by smaller things.” 
 
    The Princess turned her head majestically, and her foveal vision rested on the Russian Tree. Yet Phoebus would not let go of his prey. He caught her eyes again, and asked in a voice of an examiner, “Do I have intelligent eyes?” 
 
    “You do,” she admitted reluctantly. 
 
    “How can you tell?” he prodded. “What makes you think so?” 
 
    Dzintara was furious, for she could not find any justifications for her intuitive response. 
 
    “Intuition is a mysterious property of human brain,” Phoebus announced. “Insufficient understanding of this phenomenon prevents us from designing the computers with human-type intellect. All the most ingenious insights are based on intuition, and yet we still know nothing about its nature!” 
 
    “Well, now that you are working on this issue, there’s nothing to worry about!” Dzintara was trying hard to sound caustic. 
 
    Phoebus acknowledged her pique with a condescending smile. 
 
    “Dzintara, you must admit that, before you met me, your life was unbelievably boring!” 
 
    “Suppose I refuse to admit it?” 
 
    “I will forgive you this minor lie!” 
 
    “Phoebus, you’ve spent so much time staring at your own reflection in the celestial spheres that you ended up with a horrible Narcissus Complex! You are smug and self-centered!” 
 
    “Dzintara, you are so intelligent! Don’t you see that it is just a disguise, to hide a timid, gentle, self-conscious ego?” asked Phoebus in a resonant, charming voice. “Don’t you feel like encouraging and inspiring me – like, with a brotherly kiss?” 
 
    Dzintara was looking at him in doubt, while Phoebus’s handsome face was unperturbed. Was he joking or speaking seriously? With him, there was no knowing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Christmas Ball was over, ending with a round of applause to the creativity of its organizers. 
 
    After the ball, Jerry escorted Nikki back to the Leopard Tower. They were walking slowly, her hand resting on his wrist. 
 
    The world around them was colorful and fragrant. Fireflies were fluttering over the darkened lawns, avoiding the gushing sprinklers. 
 
    In the brightly lit Leopard Hall Nikki took a long look at Jerry, dressed in a grayish blue jacket and coffee-with-a-lot-of-milk trousers. A light shirt, a mauve tie. It was just an evening outfit, but it looked particularly attractive on the boy’s broad shoulders. 
 
    Nikki declared, “All the girls were jealous of me today!” 
 
    “And all the boys were jealous of me!” Jerry chimed in, for he was also admiring his companion. 
 
    Jerry took Nikki to the elevator; all of a sudden, she dragged him in. 
 
    ‘You are so lively today!” Jerry said in amazement, looking at her flushed face. “Looks like you’ve forgotten to take Robbie’s alcohol neutralizer, and you’re just tipsy!” 
 
    Nikki laughed, and kept laughing for a long time. 
 
    “You look great!” said Jerry, delighted by her face, her bright eyes. He escorted Nikki to her door. And again, she refused to let him go. She threw her hands around his neck; a minute later he was drunk without any wine. 
 
    “We will have a debauch…” said Nikki, pressing tight to Jerry. 
 
    And they had it. 
 
    Their breaths gone, their heartbeats mingled, they missed landmarks and lit beacons, searched for words and forgot about hands, soared without any wings, and plunged into dimensions unknown. 
 
    They never noticed when the misty reality transformed itself into a dazzling dream. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jerry woke up. It was morning. The yellow canary, whom Nikki had given the odd name Bow-Wow, was chirruping and singing her famous Breakfast Song. Nikki, refreshed, her hair wet, was standing over him in a white bathrobe, smiling. 
 
    “Get up, Sir Knight, your coffee is ready!” 
 
    “Nikki…” Jerry said with a happy smile. Then looked at the disrupted bed, and blushed. 
 
    “What have we done…” 
 
    “You have done!” Nikki pointed out. “You have seduced… almost! the poor girl… Now, as an honest man, you have to marry me!” 
 
    With a smile, Jerry drew Nikki closer. 
 
    When the longest kiss in their history was over, Nikki coughed and said in a harsh voice, “Do I take it that you are willing?” 
 
    “I give you the word of the knight, which is stronger than life! All I need to know is whether you are willing, my Queen…” said Jerry, equally hoarse. 
 
    Nikki beamed. 
 
    “I will think about it! We, Queens, cannot make any hasty decisions!” she said with a majestic grimace. 
 
    “Still, remember your oath, and never take it back!” Nikki the Queen uttered these words in dead seriousness, flashing her eyes. 
 
    “I won’t!” her knight answered solemnly, equally serious. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    The World’s Top Secret 
 
      
 
    Nikki received so many Christmas gifts that one robot could not load them all on its back: a procession of three large centaurs filed into her room. Nikki’s initial excitement was replaced by perplexity: where was she to store all those treasures? 
 
    Naturally, the most amazing gifts were the ones from her friends. Dzintara gave her a large noddle of excellent violet-colored amethysts. Nikki placed the transparent, mysterious-looking crystals on her desk. Hao sent her a kettle and two cups made of fine china, iridescent like petals, with a box of jasmine tea. The warming gift found a place on the table by  the window. Inside the lovely box from Jerry was an amazing assortment of multi-colored chocolates. These did not last long… 
 
    With a smile on her sated and rather grimy face, Nikki started to sort through the other gifts. She put aside the large pieces, too bulky for her closet, to send them to the underground storage. 
 
    A square-shaped box turned out to be very talkative – it refused to open until it asked the perplexed girl several unexpected questions, obviously trying to make sure that it was really her. Inside was a rainbow-colored globe. A Christmas decoration? 
 
    When she picked it up, the globe lit up and said, “Hello, Nikki!” 
 
    The face of Prince Arnold emerged from inside. He still had his disheveled pirate pigtail and showed all his white teeth in a smile. 
 
    “Using your permission given long ago, I will still address you as Nikki,” said the Prince, “even though you have become a Queen since. By the way, my congratulations and condolences. It did not take me long to realize that you are the smartest person I’ve ever met. And thanks for the greetings – Wilhelm passed them on to me, even though it was obvious that you two were not getting on all that well. Too bad… On one hand, at least.” The Prince became earnest. “There’re   two issues. The first one – happy Christmas. The second…” The Prince’s face became terse, his voice was hardly audible, “I want to warn you: be very, very careful. I do not know any details, but there’s some nasty plotting going on. Avoid deserted places. Never be alone. Do you hear me, my dear Nikki? Never be alone.” 
 
    The Prince paused, his sad hazel eyes staring at her. 
 
    “I wish you to survive.” 
 
    His face vanished. The globe hissed in Nikki’s hand, and melted into a transparent cloud of cold smoke. 
 
    Her heart pounding, Nikki stood up and walked to the window. The Einstein School had a most reliable security system – a year before, the Specular Man had only managed to get as far as the underground tunnel, not inside the College. After that incident, the security both in the College and in Schrodinger had been tightened even further. Outside the College premises Nikki always tried to stay in safe environment only. Her main destination was the well-protected Space Service building. What else was she to do? To hide in a cave and never come out? 
 
    Arnold had put himself at an enormous risk by sending her such a message from the enemy camp of the Southern Dynasties. He had done all he could, Nikki had to listen to his advice, to be extra careful. How – that was the question. 
 
    The girl walked down into the hall of the Leopard Tower. A magazine with King Ditbit’s  familiar fierce face was lying in one of the chairs. 
 
    Speak of the devil. 
 
    Nikki picked up the glossy tabloid, leafed through it – it was a special issue on Ditbit Dynasty. On the opening page was an interview with the King. 
 
    Ditbit Sr. was explicit and pushy, “I support the law on genetic freedom! I am all for FULL freedom, for ALL the people!” 
 
    “How can freedom be both full and for all?” asked the interviewer.  
 
    “History saw many attempts to restrict freedom,” the King said elusively. “The Conservatives forbade people to believe in gods, or in their non-existence, they prevented people from reading heretic books, from traveling, from bringing up their children the way they wanted to bring them up… Mankind went through so many stupid restrictions! Still, they all failed, for sooner or later time would remove the obstacles from the ways of human freedom and civilization. To think, to dress, to dance contrary to what traditions prescribe is our natural right. As long as your freedom does not impair the rights of the others, you can do whatever!” 
 
    “And how do you determine whether your actions impair the freedom of the others?” asked the interviewer. 
 
    The King pressed on, “Genetic freedom is the most important one of all. I must have the right to select a strong and healthy body, a powerful brain and intense feelings for my children – and thus ensure that they have the best life possible. I am prevented from doing it under the pretext that others cannot afford it, that my children will be too intelligent, too handsome, that the others would find it insulting… some even trigger absolutely ridiculous fears – that mixed marriages will disappear, and we will end up having an isolated group of super-humans.” 
 
    “Don’t you have such fears?” 
 
    “There were outstanding, super-gifted people born at all times, and they were always surrounded by jealousy and admiration. Yet, those were the people who propelled history. Now that we will have more such people, how would it affect the human race? Genetic diversity and changeability of the human population is the guarantee of the race’s survival. Time is precious, and we should move on to the genetic renaissance, until it’s too late.” 
 
    The interviewer objected, “However, the debates are not about the value of genetic improvement, rather about the fact that it will only be accessible to a handful of people.” 
 
    “It’s only natural that at the first stage full genetic freedom will only be available to a few,” Ditbit agreed. 
 
    “At the expense of the other people’s interests? Will it mean discrimination of the children whose parents will be unable to pay for the genetic modification?” 
 
    “We will be the pioneers of the targeted genetic revolution, or bio-speeding… and others will follow! Progress will turn genetic technologies into routine procedures and make them affordable first for the millions, and then for the billions!” 
 
    “Will the profits from genetic modifications market go to the owners of bio technologies?” asked the journalist. 
 
    “Naturally! Do you want to renounce private property, intellectual property included? Are you a revolutionary?” 
 
    “No,” said the interviewer. “I am just voicing the concerns of the public.” 
 
    “You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs!” Ditbit announced. “Genetic improvement will save the human race from the abyss of degradation; we’ve been brought there by centuries-long practice of saving lives of ailing individuals with deficient DNA, without the necessary genetic correction of their progeny. I don’t want human race to perish, crushed by deformities and ailments. I want our children to be healthy, smart and happy… Don’t you want the same?” 
 
    Nikki had to admit that Ditbit spoke eloquently and to the point. Robbie, who had been analyzing the text as she read, declared, “Three sigma probability that he believes in what he says.” 
 
    “He would be a nice chap, were he not murdering people for the sake of his beliefs…” Nikki said coldly. 
 
    At breakfast, Nikki’s friends voiced their thanks for her Christmas gifts. 
 
    The Mowgli grinned. 
 
    “Did you like them?” 
 
    “Sure, I now feel like I own a planet!” said Jerry. 
 
    “How did you arrange it?” asked Hao, looking at the official certificate of the International Astronomical Union, stating that the name of Hao Shon was given to an asteroid number… with such-and-such semimajor axis of orbit, ellipticity and stellar magnitude. 
 
    “It wasn’t me, it was Robbie. He spent ten years looking at the sky through the small on-board telescope and discovered several new asteroids. Once he got to the Moon, Robbie checked out his discoveries; some of his asteroids had not been registered. We decided to give your names, Jerry, Hao and Dzintara, to the three largest ones. They are quite close to my asteroid, so we are neighbors…” 
 
    “You are an ingenious gift-giver!” said Dzintara with envy. “I guess you have brought a store of space ideas from your asteroid.” 
 
    “There were no other ideas around,” said the Mowgli and moved on to business – to her food. 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, the girl walked from the caf to the park, and stopped. Prince Ditbit was standing in the middle of the red brick road, his fists clenched, his legs spread wide. His cyber-dog was standing by, on the lawn, with a large bag – apparently, the Prince was about to go home for Christmas. 
 
    “It looks like a Ditbit Day,” thought Nikki. 
 
    Ditbit’s eyes were fixed on her. It surprised her, since, following the last-year’s incident in the caf, when he overturned Nikki’s wheelchair and then ended up in the medical unit, hit by an adroitly thrown apple and an interesting physical phenomenon, kinetic energy,  the Prince preferred not to notice her. 
 
    “I’ve learned about your ridiculous threats, Nikki Greenwich!” hissed the Prince. “Before the day is over, I will ask my father to destroy your dynasty.” 
 
    “If my threats are ridiculous, what makes you so nervous, Prince?” 
 
    “I hate cocky commoners!” the young Ditbit answered vehemently. 
 
    “Don’t forget yourself, Prince,” Nikki said evenly. “Haven’t they taught you at the Royal Club that a Queen has to be treated gallantly, even if you don’t like her?” 
 
    Giggles came from behind her back – the students who had left the caf stopped, watching closely the rare occurrence, the exchange between the famous Prince Ditbit and the young Queen Nikki. 
 
    The Prince grinded his teeth. 
 
   
  
 

 “How dare you threaten my father!” 
 
    “Your father had ordered to have my and Jerry’s parents killed,” Nikki said coldly. 
 
    The Prince froze, struck by the thunder of her quiet words. 
 
    The students began to buzz. 
 
    “It’s a lie!” Ditbit cried belatedly. 
 
    “I have professional investigators working for me,” Nikki said with determination. “Currently the probability of your father’s guilt amounts to ninety seven and a half percent. The Lunar judicial system treats a crime as proven at ninety nine and a half probability. Only two percent stand between your father and the jail, and he will definitely end up there.” 
 
    “No way!” The Prince’s face went purple. “I don’t believe in your percents.” 
 
    “It makes no difference to me,” Nikki said with a shrug. “I just need the Supreme Court of the Moon Republic to believe in them.” 
 
    “Your dynasty will collapse before you get to the court with your insinuations!” Ditbit the Junior screamed. 
 
    “You are a big boy,” Nikki said condescendingly to the Prince who was way bigger than her. “You should know that this world won’t budge in response to a loud childish demand, even if you start to howl or throw a tantrum. If you want your father to destroy my dynasty, you have to show him a way. And I bet he’s been looking hard for one over the last few months,” Nikki added with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “It’s way too easy,” said the Prince, flashing his beautiful eyes. “Our dynasty is much wealthier than yours. Any competitor can be ruined, providing you spend enough money on it.” 
 
    “Wrong answer, no credit,” chuckled Nikki, shaking her crystal hair. “Your dynasty’s fortune, roughly a trillion dollars, is invested into various companies and real estate. The Ditbit’s annual profit is merely forty billion. Mine is much smaller,” Nikki admitted easily, “but my income does not depend on the market situation, plus it is protected by the UN law. While your dynasty is fairly vulnerable… Robbie, give me a Ditbit company with the control package close to the critical margin.” 
 
    Robbie paused for three seconds and said, “Rocket Industries LLC, a Martian company that assembles small space yachts.” 
 
    “Can you look into it?” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Robbie said doubtfully. “The stock exchange in Honolulu is still open.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, you won’t ruin our dynasty!” the Prince hissed with hatred. 
 
    “Whatever you say, you won’t save your dynasty,” said Nikki, shaking her head. “Your father is doomed: he has violated the main moral principle of human civilization. Too bad nobody told him that killing is wrong when he was a little boy.” 
 
    The Prince stepped forward, clenching his fists. 
 
    Instantaneously, Jerry appeared by Nikki’s side. His eyes were narrowed, his muscles tense. 
 
    “Come closer,” he told the Prince, a roar in his voice. “I will improve your manners. I’ve long been waiting for a chance!” 
 
    The Prince, indeed, took yet another step. 
 
    “There, there,” Nikki said evenly. “We both know that a fistfight is not a solution to unpleasant problems.” 
 
    “How I hate you!” glared the Prince, yet stopped. 
 
    “I understand you,” nodded Nikki. “Still, you will have to find an answer to a paramount  question. Once you become the head of your clan, or of your corporation – are you going to kill those you hate, providing you have enough money to kill and go unpunished? A powerful man often feels that he is a god, a decision-maker, and he does not think twice before knocking down a disabled person, or sending an assassin to his competitor, for a fairly modest fee. A lot of people used to think that lack of moral restrictions would help them in their business, and they were all wrong.” 
 
    “I call your moral restrictions weaknesses!” exclaimed the Prince. 
 
    “You don’t; yet your father who tutored you does. Yet, now, on the eve of your father’s and your dynasty’s demise, try to use your own brain and understand that moral principles are a source of unlimited power, even though it goes unnoticed by simpletons. If I challenge you to a swords duel, you should not show up with an assault rifle. It’s not fair, and it’s cowardice… Even if you take the upper hand in this fight, and in the next one, sooner or later everyone would know that you are a person who defies all the rules, and no one would treat you as a worthy individual. You will lose your standing of a person equal to the other members of the human society. Do you get it, Prince? Once you aim your illegal weapon at me, I immediately get under the protection of a mighty force – the society with its legal system and its ethical rules. It is hopeless to battle with this force – you will lose sooner or later.” 
 
    “Words! Words!” Ditbit the Junior said contemptuously.  
 
    “Have you killed anyone so far, Prince?” Nikki asked quietly. 
 
    The Prince was taken aback by the unexpected question. 
 
    “I have already killed one person,” the girl said dejectedly. 
 
    There was a unanimous sigh behind her back. 
 
    “And it left such a soul wound that, even though I’ve recovered, I turned into a different person. Don’t kill, Prince, save your soul.” 
 
    Robbie broke in, “You are the owner of the Rocket Industries control package. Congratulations. It cost you one billion and four hundred million.” 
 
    Shrieks and applause came from behind. 
 
    “Thank you, Robbie,” said Nikki, pleased. “A little pricey, yet now the Ditbits have lost control over a company that is worth five billion.” 
 
    She stared at Ditbit. 
 
    “The destruction of your dynasty has begun, and soon you will see its collapse.” 
 
    “Once I become the King, I will destroy you without any mercenaries! I will turn you into a pauper, and you will come to the door of my office to beg!” bellowed the Prince. 
 
    “Wow, Ditbit, you have a romantic streak,” Jerry chuckled acidly. 
 
    Nikki nodded. 
 
    “Revenge is destructive, yet one has the right to revenge, as long as there are no killers amid his accomplices…” 
 
    Ditbit turned abruptly and walked towards the Main Tower gateway. His cyber dog sprang up from the lawn and trotted behind on its long graceful legs. On its way it turned back its red evil eyes, looked over and memorized the person that had made his master so furious. 
 
    Nikki was watching the Prince pensively, until a sneering remark came from the crowd, “At least they did not have to take him away after this encounter, he could still use his own feet!” 
 
    The young Queen turned abruptly, scorching the speaker with her blue eyes.  
 
      
 
    After dinner, Nikki invited Jerry for a stroll through the park, to get a breath of fresh air. Night was coming, the park was empty and quiet. 
 
    “We need to talk.” The girl was unusually somber.  
 
    Jerry looked at her in amazement. Why was she being so official? Don’t they talk five times every day? 
 
    They found a secluded corner. Jerry was a little put out by the view of magnolia in bloom – he had once been sitting with Eliza on the bench concealed by the flowers. 
 
    “We have reached a critical point,” Nikki said without beating about the bush. “Ditbit is a very dangerous enemy. It’s quite possible that this struggle will claim our lives… or at least break them. I’ve been thinking hard as to what Ditbit might get up to, but he’s too sly and forecasting does not work. I’ve read something about an ocean creature called myxine. It’s a three-foot-long underwater worm… a predator, a parasite and a scavenger; sometimes it just gobbles the intestines of a live fish. The myxine sticks its head into a tiny hole on a coral reef, and devours everything there; after that, it needs to somehow drag itself back out. It has neither feet nor fins. Then it makes a knot on its tail, pushes the knot towards its head and, pressing it against the edge of the hole, pulls the stuck head out. If a brainless worm is capable of such cunning, what are we to expect from a dangerous and intelligent human…” 
 
    “So what?” Jerry asked with a frown. 
 
    Nikki gave him a close look. 
 
    “We still can pull out of it. I can send Ditbit a message that I intend to stay neutral, and that would be it. We will live a happy, cozy life…” 
 
    “Why are you telling me that?” asked Jerry, still frowning. 
 
    “We know the criminal that has killed our parents, but if we are to fight him, we will place ourselves in mortal danger; besides, it will require full commitment. Our financial assets are times smaller than the Ditbits’, and they are just a fraction of the Southern Union’s assets. They have hoards of professional assassins, they have space fleets, powerful connections and a lot of experience in scheming. As for us, all that we have, apart from a fairly limited amount of money, are our brains and our willpower. We won’t win unless we are prepared to take huge risks and to fully sacrifice all our personal interests… That’s what I am asking you about, about your ability to take risks and about your dedication. Besides, even if we are brave as tigers, we can still lose, for the fight will be a fierce one… Yet there’s an alternative: to forget about it all and to live happily. This planet won’t collapse in our lifetime, so why bother what the Ditbits are going to do with it later…” 
 
    “No!” Jerry said firmly. “We can’t live the lives of treacherous cowards.” 
 
    “I knew you would say so,” Nikki answered after a pause. “And yet, I needed to hear it from you. It has to be our mutual decision.” 
 
    “Suppose I would opt for a quiet life?” Jerry asked all of a sudden. “What would you do then?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nikki said with a shrug. “I don’t even want to think about it; besides, you have not chosen a plush existence with a worm of guilt devouring your heart.” 
 
    Jerry turned away, looking at the lit-up towers of the castle. He would never leave Nikki, he would always be by her side. But there, behind the glittering windows, common people lived their lives; they drank tea, watched TV, talked, fought and fell in love. 
 
    Lucky devils. 
 
    Nobody asked them to sacrifice it all and to cast their lives on the heavy world’s scales, in the dim hope of changing the rusty and ruthless balance. 
 
    Trees were rustling around the bench. 
 
    The chilling wind made Jerry shiver. 
 
      
 
    “Dad, you need to do something about this parvenu of a queen! I hate her!” 
 
    “Wow! You are finally getting into politics!” Ditbit Sr. said with a broad smile, throwing a hand around his son’s shoulders. 
 
    They were standing on a high terrace; the city, with its spectacular evening lights, lay below. 
 
    From the perspective of the seventy second floor, Luna City was flattened into a glittering road map – red and white streams of car lights rushing through the dark pattern of the streets, stumbling at the traffic lights, crawling up the bridges, trimmed with the lace of yellow streetlights, dove into the bluish fluorescence of tunnels – but from the proud height of the skyscraper even the multi-level road junctions looked like flat glimmering twirls. 
 
    “She openly insults us, she spreads all sorts of lies!” 
 
    “Yes, I know… she is becoming a problem. Which will be solved… Today we have a more important matter on the agenda. Do you know why I have summoned the entire family?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Today I will proclaim you the Dynasty’s official heir!” 
 
    “Super! But… what about Tamil?” 
 
    “I have already talked it over with your older brother. More than once. Initially he was upset, but then he came to realize that I was right. You are more suitable, more perfect, more intelligent than him. It is a fact, even though a cruel one. And I never neglect facts. He will get his share, possibly, even a small Dynasty of his own, but the crown and the bulk of our Empire will go to you!” 
 
    “Thank you, father, I won’t fail you!” 
 
    “I trust you, son, and I know that soon enough you will be of real help. You are smart, you are talented, you are almost the champion of the Einstein School!” 
 
    “That’s it, almost. Because of this commoner!” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, I have already given orders to the respective department.” 
 
    “Eh… and what exactly have you ordered?” 
 
    “What you’ve just said, Do something about her!” 
 
    “Mmm… And what does it mean in real life?” 
 
    “We need to join the guests, they wait for us. Until you become the Emperor, you do not need to go too deeply into big politics… There will come a day when you discover all the mechanisms you need to use for running a vast empire.” 
 
    “I see, dad… Well, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the same time, Nikki was also looking out of a large window, the one of her room, at the forests around the College. 
 
    December was driving to its close. The trees in the park and the woods had shed their leaves and now stood in the seasonal nakedness and languor, storing up strength and ideas for the spring’s fashion show. The pines, too, had discarded some of their needles, the wooly yellow carpet covered the soil underneath – in spring it would be hard for the grass to scratch its way through the yellow resinous layer. The mountain ashes and the dogwoods were the only ones to brighten up the picture with their red berries – and the fluffed-up birds were grateful for those. 
 
    Nikki stood by the window, thinking how great it would be to have snow at the Lunar College. And rain, too. The underground watering is quite effective, but shouldn’t the forest take a shower before spring? 
 
    With a sigh, the girl moved to her table, littered with all sorts of urgent papers. Even though the office in Schrodinger was much more appropriate for her royal business, Nikki often had to work from her tiny room at the College, the one that also contained her bed, a coffee table and two chairs. The room was inside one of the sectors of the Leopard Tower’s upper floor, and the huge curved-up window offered a magnificent view of the forest and the Northern Lake. The room narrowed at the other end, by the adjacent cubicle with the shower, the mirror and the coffee maker. Behind was the lobby with a closet and the door leading into the circular passage that ran around the central hall with a large TV, settees and the elevator. Twenty five lively sophomore Leopards lived on the floor, yet not a single sound reached Nikki in her room; the insulation was superb. 
 
    Right now, a grey-haired, distinctive-looking gentleman was sitting in the chair by the low table; it was Diemens the Lawyer. The piece of news he was about to announce was so important he had decided not to entrust it to the T-phone. 
 
    Having carefully moved aside his coffee cup, he retrieved a thick sheet of plastic paper from his briefcase. Then he began in a solemn voice, “On drawing up the balance for this year, which was rather moderate as far as the payments from the Insurance Fund go, Space Service officially notifies you hereby that your premium for this year amounts to… SIXTEEN BILLION DOLLARS! You will receive the first five billion between October and December, the remaining eleven will be available after the third of January, on the first business day of the new year!” 
 
    Nikki exhaled. 
 
    “Which means that you have succeeded,” she said in a pleased voice. “And the UN was unable to stop up.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” confirmed the lawyer, equally pleased. “Even though not for the lack of trying; however, we were able to check them, with the help of Space Service. They seem to treat you with appreciation and respect.” 
 
    “We are in the same boat with them,” Nikki said with a nod, and took the second chair. “Well, now let’s start spending our funds.” 
 
    The lawyer did not expect such precipitation; he raised his brows in astonishment. 
 
    “I have long been dreaming about making the tuition at the Einstein College free,” explained Nikki. “That’s why I want to make it known that next year anyone who succeeds at the exams will receive a bonus of one and a half million, for the first year of tuition, as well as the funds for the subsequent studies.” 
 
    The lawyer shook his head. 
 
    “Seven and a half million to each student, and there’s five hundred of them… It’s a lot of money!” 
 
    “Some of the students, the princes and the aristocrats, won’t need this support,” Nikki countered. “We will write this money off the tax form as spent on charities. I guess our real expenditures won’t exceed a hundred million a year.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s your money and it’s up to you to decide how you spend it. Still, we are talking about vast amounts…” The assiduous lawyer just couldn’t hold it back. 
 
    “I’m not just spending money,” the girl specified, pouring fresh coffee into the cups. “I’m making an investment. My project will be highly publicized, and thus add to the prestige of my Dynasty. The students who receive my support, same as their families, will become our friends; this will increase the Dynasty’s political potential. Besides, I would ask you to purchase the companies that manufacture examination screens and publish pre-examination materials.” 
 
    “Why?” asked the lawyer, perplexed. 
 
    Nikki sighed. Even the smartest people sometimes need the simplest things to be explained to them. 
 
    “If the tuition becomes free, dozens of millions of teenagers would want to study at the College; tons of licensed monitors would be required for the matriculation. The profit on renting out a monitor  is ninety dollars. Besides, the collections of the previous year’s assignments would also be extremely popular.” 
 
    The lawyer’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “You will surely make a profit on this charity!” he said, astounded. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong about making money on a good deed,” Nikki said with a shrug. “If we don’t collect these profits, they will go to the current producers of school electronics. I am not in the mood to give them such gifts… As soon as you close the deal on the companies that service the College, we will write a letter to Principal Milic, offering the free tuition; then we will come up with a press- release.” 
 
    Sipping his coffee pensively, the lawyer said, “Despite my age, I am learning a lot from you, Miss Greenwich.” 
 
    Diemens took action promptly, and Nikki became the owner of Einstein Electronics and Einstein Press. Even though the first company was much larger than the second, the price turned out to be quite modest – Diemens said that it was in dire financial straits and its owners were more than happy to get rid of such a burden. They would be sorry, though, and quite soon! 
 
    Right after that, Nikki sent Principal Milic an official letter on a sheet adorned with the new royal coat-of-arms: the initials, NG, against a broad asteroid crescent. In this letter Queen Nicole suggested to make a public announcement to the press as well as to all the applicants: those students who pass the matriculation successfully, would be able to collect the necessary funds from Greenwich Foundation that would be set up to handle the Dynasty’s charity and non-profit projects. The girl was positive that her undertaking would be a success: free tuition would attract scores of gifted teenagers to the College. For by now the Einstein School, still the most aristocratic one, had been falling behind the Copernicus School in academia! 
 
    The Voice from Space reacted more promptly than the Principal. 
 
    “Your plan of free tuition will fail.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you are a Mowgli.” 
 
    “And you are the Opinionated Space.” 
 
    “Only a superior intellect may express an opinion. Your intellect doesn’t match the description. Reconcile.” 
 
    On the very next day Principal Milic summoned Nikki to his office. He was excited and fidgety. 
 
    “Miss Greenwich, we have discussed your proposal with… eh… the Board of Trustees… and we feel it is unacceptable.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Miss Greenwich, shocked by the unexpected piece of news. 
 
    “Ahem… this change will shake the social foundations of our College,” said the Principal vaguely, but Nikki got his point right away. 
 
    The trustees didn’t  want the underprivileged kids to study at the college, those who have the intelligence, but lack ‘respectability’! From the point of view of the Board of Trustees, the high tuition fee was an effective barrier to make the school accessible only for the children from the wealthy families. 
 
    “Was it Ditbit who turned down my proposal?” 
 
    The Principal jerked his head nervously and lowered his voice. 
 
    “His Majesty Ditbit was not only adamantly against your idea; he managed to secure the Board’s consent to expel you from the College if you keep insisting and launch your support program independently.” 
 
    Nikki bit her lip. King Ditbit had anticipated her next step, and managed to check it. He had already scored two points. Her plans of free tuition were ruined. 
 
    It made no sense to argue with Principal Milic, for he was not a decision maker, he just voiced the opinion of the trustees. 
 
    Furious, she stood up and left the Principal’s office. 
 
    The Voice was quick in pointing out: 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you?” 
 
    “Well, yes, you are smarter than me. Did it make you happy?” 
 
    “No.” And then the voice went silent. A weird collocutor. 
 
    Nikki went silent, too, for she was trying to figure out the way to deal with yet another unsolvable problem. 
 
    “You have finally given up, you liquid bio system!” Robbie commented acidly. 
 
    “Spare me your silicone stupidities!” exclaimed the Mowgli. “Don’t you know that liquids hardly contract, yet they are good at bypassing obstacles. We will have our own free College!” 
 
    “And how?” 
 
    “We are going to build it, and we will call it Greenwich College. It will be better than the Einstein school, and it will have five thousand, rather than five hundred, students. Or fifty thousand! I mean, we will admit anyone who wants to study. Most students will attend the lectures virtually. And take exams in the same way. And yet, if they work hard, they will get the College’s diploma, a very real one. We will manufacture as many computers for distance studies and publish as many textbooks as we need. We will expand Einstein Electronics and Einstein Press if we need…” 
 
    Robbie sighed. 
 
    “That’s why you, the protein creepers, are superior to us, the cybers: even though you are damp and slimy, there’s no way to switch you off…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now fifteen, rather than six, persons, assembled in the room with the long table. 
 
    “Our team has been reinforced and restructured,” said the man with the nervous tic, who was again sitting at the head of the table. His cheek was twitching worse than before, apparently he was under great pressure. 
 
    “McLagan and Bhagavad!” he called authoritatively. 
 
    Two of those present stirred, a red-headed man with white eyelashes and a dark-faced lad who’d been bending over a laptop. 
 
    “You do not have the necessary access clearance. You are moved to a different task group. You will get your assignments tomorrow.” 
 
    The lad stood up immediately, closed his laptop and walked to the door. The redhead wanted to say something, but thought better of it under the gaze of his boss and left, having mumbled, “See you, guys…” 
 
    Once the door closed, the man with the tic surveyed everyone; his eyes were red with sleep-deprivation. 
 
    “Operation Mowgli has been upgraded to the first level of activity.” 
 
    This piece of news produced quite an impression, some of those present began to fidget nervously. A small baldish man with a sharp nose gave a visible start, and thought, confound my first-degree access clearance. 
 
    “Our target is quite conspicuous, so we will use the following strategies: Rank Fish, Insider and… Contact; all of them Long Arm Class.” 
 
    “Will I be in charge of Rank Fish, as always?” asked a gloomy yellow-faced man. 
 
    “Right,” nodded his boss. “The Snowman will put the file together for you. Scander, you will be in charge of Insider. The Snowman will fill you in on the target’s environment.” 
 
    The conversation went on in the same business-like way. 
 
    The sharp-nosed man received his assignment and, with a sigh, opened the control panel of his computer. Snake’s fur! This whole thing really stinks. Neither a journalist nor a scholar, but a queen! They all pretend that it is a run-of-the-mill assignment, but there’s no way to foresee  the consequences of such a murder… 
 
    While talking to himself, the sharp-nose never used any euphemisms or codes, and called a murder a murder. 
 
    We will get it all done, and then receive an invitation to a corporate party, and they will dispose of us in  one busload… Well, looks like I’m turning into a worrywart… There’s a roomful of top professionals here, they wouldn’t be wasted  even for the sake of such an important target. 
 
    And the man plunged into researching his particular segment of the task. Dilettantes have no idea what a complex and meticulous job it is, to prepare a murder. Thrilling, too. 
 
    Soon enough the sharp-nose had forgotten about all his hesitations and began, with gusto, to search for the optimal links between the prospective Insider and the Contact Person.  
 
    Forget about Contact Person, what is implied here is the actual executor, or the assassin. There’s no point in hiding behind words, for people with first degree access clearance have no road back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last night of the old year came. Some fifty students who were spending the New Year break at the College, together with several Professors were seated by the round table in the room still adorned with the lavish Christmas decorations. 
 
    Surprising everyone, Professor Van Teller showed up for the festive meal, even though he was in the habit of  seeing the New Year in together with a grandchild or a grand-grandchild. 
 
    “My back is ailing, and does not feel like a long flight,” was his homely explanation. 
 
    Van Teller lowered himself on an empty seat, placed the legendary polished stick, taller than an average person, by the back of his chair, stretched out his weary legs indulgently, and muttered underneath his impressive plum-like nose, “Moon is more of a place for the old guys; while on Earth I would have long…” 
 
    The diners were eagerly placing their orders. Nikki selected baked salmon on skewers, mature cambozola cheese, dates and a glass of champagne instead of her usual Chianti. The other students followed the glass with avid gazes – the AstroNikki was the only one who was allowed to drink alcohol; the girl was addicted to wine since the days of her micronutrient diet of a Space Robinson. However, to neutralize the poisonous ethanol, Robbie had prescribed Nikki a special pill. 
 
    Jerry asked for a crusted veal chop and a baked potato with sour cream and dill. Before he decided what to drink, Nikki, sitting by his side, winked at him and gave the guileless centaur the order for the second glass of champagne. 
 
    Professor Van Teller summoned a cyber waiter and drilled a large hole in its plastic head. Once the Professor satisfied himself with the minute studies of the menu, he ordered a beef stroganoff with artichokes, as well as a glass of Portuguese wine from the isle of Madeira. Squeaking with joy, the robot rushed to the kitchen, clapping all of its hooves. 
 
    With a sigh, Van Teller rubbed his sore knees and cast a hard stare at all those present. 
 
    “The best way to measure your age is through intellectual, rather than physical decline. A scientist begins to age when he stops studying the new mathematical procedures or expand into new areas. The moment you feel your brain doesn’t need further development, it begins to die. There are lots of people for whom it begins right after childhood, yet there are others who never get old!” And the Professor winked mischievously at his attentive audience. 
 
    Nikki snatched the opportunity and asked, “Professor, you have told us recently that the ability to detach the object of analysis from its background is art multiplied by experience. I hate it! Can’t we detach it using scientific criteria? Like, through analyzing energy links or information-entropy links between subsystems?” 
 
    Ninon the Doe winced. 
 
    “Do we have to speak about this now? Give your brain a break!” 
 
    “There’s no time or place inappropriate for discussing scholarship and other intellectual issues. It is a joy, not an effort to your brain,” grumbled the Professor, giving Nikki an affectionate look. “It’s not such a bad idea! Well, why don’t you try to look for the criteria for detaching the object of systematic analysis? Which effects should be regarded as internal, which ones as external? The equations that describe your object depend on this. Just remember one thing: Nature does not give a damn about how we subdivide scholarship into various sciences. You need to look for those patterns that are consistent in all systems.” 
 
    Then the Professor muttered, “Poor posterity: we are the cads that leave them with the problems we are unable to resolve.” 
 
    Then the old Professor turned to Ninon the Doe who was sitting next to him, marveled and asked under his breath, “Aren’t you bothered by the rings in your nose?” 
 
    She blushed, and then answered boldly, “A little… But they are a zing!” 
 
    The conservative Professor shrugged and muttered into his glass of Madeira, “A zing in your head is much better than a zing in the nose…” 
 
    Professor Mysoft announced the results of the student survey – the students granted unofficial titles to the professors: 
 
    “Professor Dermurray is Ambridge of the Year!” 
 
    A burst of laughter was a proof that Dermurray had deserved the title of the most unpopular teacher. Since Dermurray was not present, the professors joined in with the laugh. 
 
    “As always, the title of Hagrid of the Year, the most kind-hearted tutor, goes to Professor Franklin!” 
 
    Professor Franklin waved merrily. 
 
    “McGonagall of the Year, the most demanding lecturer, is Professor Van Teller!” 
 
    Everyone laughed and applauded. 
 
    “Well, well,” the Professor muttered good-humouredly, “I am not as bad as I’m being painted!” 
 
    “The title of Dumbledore of the Year goes to…” Professor Mysoft’s voice got tinted with warmth, “the most popular teacher of the College, Professor Exmine!” 
 
    The room went into an ovation, with cheers and even shrieks from the girls. The Professor, clad in an elegant black tailcoat, stood up and bowed gallantly. 
 
    “All the girls voted for him,” grumbled Jerry. “Cheap popularity!” 
 
    “A lot of people would pay dearly for such a cheap popularity!” laughed Nikki. 
 
    The party went on until the New Year, Greenwich time. The students and the teachers danced with such ardor that even Professor Van Teller caught the spirit: he was tapping his foot in time to the music and waving his right index finger. 
 
    Finally the hand of the clock almost reached the mark. Big Ben’s bells boomed, and Jerry, honoring the tradition, hurried with his New Year wishes and resolutions. He started with the wishes for his precious Nikki, and there were so many of those that, while the clock was chiming, he had no time to wish anything for himself. 
 
    “I’ll get by somehow…” he thought light-mindedly – and swallowed some prickly champagne. 
 
    The room filled up with the spicy hum of a night party. Everyone likes the New Year, as long as it is new and holds a lot of irrational promises. 
 
    The only person who looked gloomy was Professor Van Teller. Flushed after a glass of strong grapy drink, the old Professor, all of a sudden, slammed the table with his hand. 
 
    “Students! I want to reveal to you this world’s top secret!” 
 
    Everyone looked up from their plates at the Professor. 
 
    “The brainless adults… yes, yes, that’s the majority! keep the truth away from you, because they don’t know it themselves, and the brainy adults are so scared they won’t admit it even to themselves. That’s why the truth is shamefully kept away from you, the teenagers.” 
 
    The room went abuzz, and the Professor frowned. 
 
    “I will tell you the truth! The cruel truth of our world is the fact that no one really runs the Earth’s civilization. Politicians are dumb, they never look further than the next election. The engine of the human society is rushing ahead, but this engine does not have a driver. We are heading for the future with our eyes shut, we don’t have the course charted for the next century, nor for the next ten years. Is there a bridgeless abyss around the corner? No one is trying to figure out. Yet one thing is clear: neither prayers nor magicians will save us from the forthcoming crash.” 
 
    The students laid down their forks and stared at Van Teller. 
 
    “Let’s discard our political illusions! The world’s governments are like toddlers in a sandpit – they sit in their wet panties and bang each other on the heads with their spades. Yet the familiar times are almost over, and soon enough the Lilliputians of the Earth will be crushed by Gulliver’s iron butt.” 
 
    The listeners did not know what to do, to laugh or to summon a doctor to the red-faced Professor, while he thrust out his knotty finger and aimed it at his silent audience. His voice was low and menacing. 
 
    “Another crucial battle for survival has begun. I have no idea what will be inscribed on our mutual gravestone, AIDS 2, energy ZERO, demographic MINUS, environmental COLLAPSE or the DEAD END of the genetic split. Still, the risk of a global catastrophe increases every year. And the destruction of the fragile technosphere would kill the majority of the Earth’s population, sending everyone else back into Dark Ages.” 
 
    Professor Catherine Tour nodded and muttered, “We deserve capital punishment for what we are doing to our Earth…” 
 
    The Professor’s voice rose again, making many of the students fidget uncomfortably in their seats. 
 
    “Each of us is a Homo sapiens. That’s what makes us different from other animals, and, in order to survive, we need to perfect our brains – as individuals, as a society and as a species. Brain should be our number one priority, or we will go back to the caves, to flee-killing and cannibalism. The only thing that can save us is the new Age of Enlightenment, a sharp turn towards intellect and creativity! Scientists and engineers should outscore soldiers in this world, while the governments should invest into education, rather than useless arms.” 
 
    All the Professors at the table began to nod. 
 
    “Will we be able to decipher Nature’s complex mechanisms? Do we have time to suppress the apes within, greedy, quarrelsome and lazy, and mature into one uniform society? Our chances of survival depend both on the scholars and the farmers. Every person carries his chunk of the world on his shoulders. Mankind had its share of sore trials before, but now we have climbed high and stand densely – the fall will be more painful, we will break all our bones… Now is the Time of Truth, and the ruthless truth is staring us in the face: human race will either have to get smarter, or to vanish from Earth.” 
 
    His listeners began to mutter, but the mutter died in the thundering voice of the excited Professor, “You! You!” The Professor was pointing his finger at the students sitting around him. “Tomorrow you will have to support our civilization on your shoulders. And you need to remember: the future belongs to the smart people, while history is made by each and every one. If you don’t feel this with the very depths of your spine, you will get extinct.” 
 
    “Oi!” came a scared voice. 
 
    “There is a strict hierarchy on the evolutionary ladder, the hierarchy of intellect. Hard and inevitable punishment awaits anyone who might forget this. The Neanderthals were negligent about their civilization, and they perished. And they, too, had kids, they enjoyed the sunshine and hoped for a better life. Today their bones are an eloquent proof that Old Man Darwin is more ruthless than the Last Judgement!”  
 
    Van Teller was unstoppable. 
 
    “I believe that’s the reason why aliens do not get in touch with us – the green-faced egotistic politicians have already destroyed their planets! 
 
    He rummaged for his stick, but failed, and, once again, slapped the table with his heavy palm. 
 
    “The only hope of human race are you, the young ones. You need to be smarter than us, you have to see the road ahead and steer the civilization with a sure hand.” 
 
    The Professor’s voice suddenly dropped to a mumble. 
 
    “I am sitting here at the College, because that’s where the fates of our world are being decided. When I look at intellectual young people, I feel a surge of happiness… For there’s still hope!” 
 
    Van Teller raised his head and said, slowly and weightily, “Children are the most important people on earth. I am not being sissy, I just make an inference from the mere fact of history’s existence.” 
 
    He glared at the teenagers from under his gray bushy eyebrows and thundered, “Children will save the world, but, drat it, they have to be properly equipped!” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    A Trip to Mars 
 
      
 
    The days of the New Year break flew by, chuckling condescendingly.  
 
    Early in the morning of the third of January the humanity’s last hope, a crowd of gloomy and sleepy students, headed for the Main Tower where two buses were waiting to deliver them to the Martian Eagle.  Since the spaceship was too big for any of the College’s gateways, it was waiting impatiently on the lunar orbit. 
 
    One bus filled up right away and left for the Eagle, while the other was still half-empty, even though it was past departure time. Njavah the Coach who was accompanying the students to Mars, immediately lost her temper. She rushed to the caf and herded out a group of students, still munching and sorting out their jackets and backpacks. Then Njavah checked the list and sent a flock of cybers with menacing messages to the rooms of those still missing. 
 
    The last students, half asleep and not fully dressed, came running from the towers: a Dragon with crumpled, blotchy  face had his sneakers on, but no socks; the wrinkled shorts of a leggy red-headed Stag did not look much like an outdoor garment – he was obviously using them as sleepwear; a skinny Leopard was jogging ahead, his T-shirt rumpled on his back; his backpack with strings, wires and bundled-up clothes hanging out of it kept banging the sleepy predator on his naked spine. 
 
    An Owl, the last one on the late-arrivals list, flew out of the Tower’s heavy door, looked around and darted for the caf, to wet her beak with some juice, yet the Professor’s thunderous roar sent her to the gateway which started to close immediately. While the Professor was trying to restore some basic order on board, hurling bags and laptops into the luggage compartment and personally strapping in the most spaced-out late-arrivals, the bus took off. 
 
    Dazzling sun looked through the round portholes. 
 
    Nikki and Jerry flew in the second shuttle bus. They were amid the first to get on board, and then had fun watching the arrival of the others. A tiny curly-headed girl from the Order of the Stags plopped on the free seat ahead of them and began to fidget, trying simultaneously to take off her backpack, to find the straps and to adjust her twisted socks, put on in haste. Jerry leaned over from behind and helped her to remove the backpack and to locate the straps. 
 
    “Thank you, Jerry, you’re sweet as ever!” said the Doe gratefully once she had finally settled in. Then she looked back, spotted Nikki and gasped. 
 
    Nikki bared her teeth demonstratively, and roared, “Yes, he is very sweet indeed! Too sweet actually!” 
 
    Jerry laughed and addressed the curly girl, “Don’t you worry, Mona, it’s just bluff!” 
 
    Nikki, unable to constrain herself, bit Jerry’s shoulder – he hissed in pain. The girl heard it and sank deeper into her seat. 
 
    The bus jolted, doing a steep maneuver on the approach to the Martian Eagle, and the passengers grabbed the armrests instinctively. 
 
    “Do you all realize, with your sleep-deprived brains, that once we get on board the spaceship we will be in zero-G environment?” asked Coach Njavah in a voice still heated by the tumultuous departure. “Make sure you collect all your belongings, or they will float all over the place. Have those of you who feel they might need anti-sickness pills taken them?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” Jerry said in a worried voice. “I’ve forgotten to pack them. Do you happen to have any non-gravity pills?” he asked Nikki. 
 
    “I do not need them,” she said, shaking her head. “I feel great at low gravity. I’m not a terrestrian.” 
 
    Curly Mona’s hand rose meekly above the back of the front seat, clutching the bottle with pills. Jerry looked at the voiceless hand, and roared with laughter. Then he asked Nikki, rubbing his injured shoulder, “Why do you need this reputation of a ferocious Leopard?” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten,” Nikki said dispassionately, “that I am a Leopard, by Voldemar’s verdict.” 
 
    Shock absorbers screeching, the bus landed in the Eagle’s gateway. The light inhibitory acceleration was over, and weightlessness began to drag the passengers softly out of their seats, making them shriek and shout in excitement. 
 
    “Everyone stay put!” ordered Njavah, and sailed to the hatch. 
 
    It opened right away. 
 
    Njavah and four dozen kids were confronted by no less a person than the Captain of the Martian Eagle. 
 
    O, the Captain was absolutely stunning! 
 
    His blue coat of an interplanetary pilot was ablaze with golden aiglets and constellations of regalia – for accident-free piloting and years of impeccable service. The badge on his hat shone as a beam of a lighthouse. The redness of his face was thrown into high relief by the impeccably trimmed white moustache and a small, unrealistically groomed beard. A proud aquiline nose of a pirate would look quite appropriate on such a face, but instead the Captain had an equally menacing wide and portentous nose with large predatory nostrils. His brazen eyes darted flashes of anger, one and a half per second. 
 
    O, the Captain was bitterly enraged! 
 
    ”You are twenty minutes late,” he croaked to Coach Njavah in the way of greeting. 
 
    “I am sorry, Captain, we had certain issues…” said the Professor in the way of an explanation, but to no avail.  
 
    The Captain thundered, “The tour of the ship is cancelled! Here’s you rooming list! We’ll  take off in twelve minutes. If, by that time, anyone is not strapped and I have to delay the departure…” The Captain paused, and all the hearts froze, “this person will be very sorry! He will clean the latrines and feel sorry for himself throughout the whole week of the flight!” 
 
    What differs a commander from his subordinates, is not as much his intellect or experience; it’s his voice. The Captain of the Martian Eagle was a true commander! His roar could make a whole army stand to attention and, in panic, rush into an attack – whatever, just not to upset its leader. 
 
    Havoc ensured inside the shuttle. Eager to comply with the Captain’s order, the students unbuckled themselves right away, and in no time the center of the bus turned into a screaming heap with limbs and backpacks sticking out. 
 
    Njavah’s voice was lost in the hullabaloo, while the Captain spat in disgust, looking at all the mess. Then Nikki slipped deftly along the wall to the entrance, and asked, “Would you delegate a couple of jollies  to help us, Captains? The ones that know the location of all the rooms.” 
 
    And then she addressed the coach, “I suggest that you stand by the door and do the counting.” 
 
    She made herself stable by deftly putting her foot through a chair, stretched out a hand and snatched a disheveled red-headed Stag in wrinkled shorts out of a squeaking human tangle. 
 
    “One!” 
 
    Njavah ticked off his cabin number; a helpful jolly snatched the helpless Stag by the backpack and tugged him away into his cabin. 
 
    The Captain bellowed after him, “Make sure you strap this… passenger in right away!” The Captain actually wanted to use an entirely different definition, but stepped down on his rusty gangly throat and decided to personally take yet another dangling student to his room. 
 
    “I need to get back to the cockpit!” he announced over his shoulder, holding a sleepy Dragon by the scruff, as a bad-mannered puppy. “You will have to deal with it yourselves!” 
 
    Nikki fished a couple of students, originally from Ceres, out of the pile and set them to work: they, too, could deal with low gravity fairly well; that set the conveyor belt working. The students, confused by the lack of gravity, were handed from hands to hands, as if they were bags, and delivered promptly to their cabins. 
 
    The jollies were now carrying two passengers at a time. 
 
    A few minutes later all the students were strapped in. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Greenwich!” Njavah said with relief. Now Nikki, and, of course, Jerry, were the only ones floating by her. “Your cabins are in Corridor B.” 
 
    The two got to the respective part of the ship with relative ease, even though Nikki had to support Jerry at all the turns, so that he would not bump against the corners. 
 
    Jerry’s cabin was tiny, much smaller than his room at the College; apart from the shower, it only had enough space for a chair that doubled as a narrow bed and a table. 
 
    “I wonder,” said the young man, already strapped to the chair, “if they have any double rooms here.” 
 
    “You are too sweet to have a double room!” Nikki said severely, and left for her section. She was prepared to take the confinement stoically, but her cabin turned out to be much bigger, with a comfortable bed and a round table. Most of all Nikki liked the large window. 
 
    The moment she buckled the belts, the Captain’s gruff voice came from the loudspeakers: one minute before the takeoff.  
 
    Nikki looked through the window, listened to the cockpit’s communications with various services and to the announcements for the passengers, and all of a sudden she was struck by a very simple and obvious thought that, somehow, had escaped her until that moment: she was born on Mars! She was going to her native planet, the one where she had spent her early years together with her parents. The happiest years of her life! 
 
    In her excitement, she dug her fingers into the armrests.  
 
    A siren wailed, the hum of the engines became louder. The passengers felt jammed into their seats – gravity was back. Martian Eagle left the lunar orbit and, guided by the space traffic controllers from the Copernicus Crater, set on its course towards the red star – not a star, in fact. 
 
    After about an hour of maneuvering, they heard the Captain’s more kindly voice, “We have reached stable acceleration, which will be maintained at one g throughout the flight. The passengers may now leave their seats. Lunch will be served in two hours.” 
 
    Nikki unbuckled her belt, feeling the unusual heaviness of her body. G-force on Earth is six times higher than on the Moon – the one she was accustomed to! And many times higher than on her asteroid. “Now Jerry will have to drag me around, the same way I dragged him earlier,” thought Nikki, making her way to the exit. 
 
    Jerry, indeed, looked quite confident. He met Nikki in the passage and smiled at her stooping figure and faltering step. 
 
    “Did someone here laugh at the terrestrians?” 
 
    He placed Nikki’s hand on his arm. 
 
    “Press harder, give your legs a break.” 
 
    Nikki leaned heavily on her friend, and walking became much easier. 
 
    A stocky jolly was walking towards them. 
 
    “Queen Greenwich?” he inquired. 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    “Your Royal Highness, the Captain would like to invite you to his table,” said the jolly in an officious voice, standing to attention. 
 
    “I would rather eat with my friends,” said Nikki, surprised. 
 
    “The invitation is a great honor!” the jolly explained in alarm. “The Captain’s table is shared by the Commander and three senior officers. The other four seats are offered to the passengers selected by the Captain.” 
 
    “Who else got the invitation?” asked Nikki. 
 
    With a sideward glance at Jerry, the sailor said, “Prince Ditbit, Princess Shihin and Professor Njavah.” 
 
    “I see how the selection was made, but… I don’t know if I would be able to share a table with Ditbit.” 
 
    “The Captain will be bitterly disappointed by your rejection,” said the jolly in a frightened voice. He was definitely reluctant to report the failure of his diplomacy to the Commander. 
 
    “Nikki, it won’t do to upset the Commander and to leave Dzintara cope on her own,” Jerry said with a nod. 
 
    That reconciled the Mowgli with her fate. 
 
    “Please give my heartfelt thanks to the Captain. I accept the invitation.” 
 
    The jolly, relieved, rushed away, stomping his heavy boots, and the two friends went on to explore the craft. The passages of the Martian Eagle were getting filled by the students spilling out of their rooms, and soon enough dozens of voices were rumbling, screaming and laughing in the spacecraft’s iron intestines. 
 
    The spaceship was fairly small: a hundred passengers and a dozen plus crew. The Martian Eagle was constructed on the Moon twenty years back, and ever since had been traveling between Mars, Moon, Ceres and other asteroids. It was not equipped to land on Earth; larger crafts traveled to the outer planets; the Eagle did not have sufficient thermal insulation to go to Venus and Mercury – in short, the Martian Eagle was a regular medium-range passenger craft. A few hundred similar ships shuttled through the frog pool of closer space between Earth and Jupiter. Of course, the Eagle had its own moments of glory – when, for 24 hours, it flew with double acceleration while evacuating a research party from Giacobini-Zinner comet – its frigate had plunged into a dust coma – or when it was selected for the interplanetary Olympic Champions’ tour. Still, by the most part it was transporting passengers between Luna City and Marsopolis, or between Ceres and Juno. Once in a while it was charted to carry tourists or tour groups – like now. 
 
    The Captain detested tourists. They were too vivacious. A regular family or business traveler was quite a different story: he always arrived in due time and behaved himself; if he felt like having a row, he had a quiet one within his family, and he tended to spend most of his time sleeping away the hustle and bustle of the pre-departure days; by the time he recovered and met his fellow travelers, the flight was almost over. Thank you for choosing our company, we would love you to fly with us again, here is a Mars Conqueror pin. Wow, we’ve landed on Juno, not Mars? So sorry, the asteroid pixies took my mind away… Juno, now I should have Juno someplace… Here, take a Ceres Conqueror pin, it looks almost the same. 
 
    A tourist is a different story. He barges on board, accompanied by a bunch of friends, and they electrify each other like crazy. They laugh, whistle and shout. A tourist is off his office leash, he drinks too much, enjoys life non-stop and he is under firm impression that the crew is there primarily to amuse him. Yuck! 
 
    Kids on tour are even worse. They are live bombs, no delay action either. Playing their nasty games, they manage to squeeze into places on board that even the Captain has a very vague idea about. Once such an assh... such an explorer got stuck and had to be welded out, with the resulting severing of half a dozen pipes that took two days to fix. 
 
    The Captain, indeed, hated to have minors on board. After the end of each ‘baby flight’ the courageous space traveler, who was superstitious without being religious, would go to the universal, all-confessional temple of the spaceport and light a candle to St. Nicholas, the patron of sailors and astronauts. So when the Captain was informed that four dozen teenagers he would have to transport to Mars and back were offspring of aristocrats, politicians and businessmen, with a Princess, a Prince and even a Queen thrown in, he all but fainted. 
 
    He made a solemn promise to St. Nicholas to bring him a three-pound candle made of fragrant bee wax, told the jollies to properly secure all the unused hatches, doors and instrument cabinets – and, generally speaking, all the apertures big enough for a human finger to fit into. Then he gave it another thought, and added promptly, “a baby’s pinkie!” – and the jollies went dejectedly down to work. They, too, had a very good idea as to what a baby flight was all about. 
 
    The craft’s dining room, called mess room here, was fairly small yet cozy. Octagonal tables and the chairs with anti-G-force fixtures were secured inside special slots on the floor. Lunch was served on covered-up trays – the lids protected the food from flying around at the change of acceleration. It did not happen all that often, though, for modern spacecrafts were reliable working horses that hardly ever reared, unless confronted by a meteorite stone which required a maneuver; and even in such case the passengers would get a timely warning, so that they could strap themselves in and cover up their trays. 
 
    When Nikki and Jerry walked into the mess room, almost all the tables were already taken by the starving students. Jerry found a place at the table occupied by Hao, Mona and a plump, forlorn-looking Dragon. The wide transparent  wall-sized window opened into the starry sky with the quickly diminishing moon sickle. Hardly anyone looked at the Moon, though; everybody’s eyes were on the wall screen that showed Discovery Channel space programs as well as the news. 
 
    When the Captain saw Nikki, he stood up with a ceremonious bow. 
 
    “Your Majesty, let me introduce myself: Captain Commodore  Sam Chase.” 
 
    The Captain saw Nikki at the embarkation, yet he had chosen to stick to the official ritual, pretending that it was their first meeting. 
 
    The girl stretched out her hand. 
 
    “Delighted to meet you, Captain Chase; my name is Nicole.” 
 
    The Captain introduced all those present, including Dzintara and Ditbit – he looked morose; unlike the other gentlemen, he did not stand up, yet made a slight nod. 
 
    “I beg you to get seated, Your Majesty,” said the Captain, pointing to the seat on his right. 
 
    Wincing from all this royal officialdom, Nikki took her seat at the Captain’s table. To her right, the craft’s doctor was lounging – he was quiet and old, with wrinkled pouches for his cheeks and a bald spot surrounded by a halo of grayish hair: he seemed to be doing his last years before the retirement or, possibly, had already reached the retirement age. Prince Ditbit was frowning to the right of the doctor. Across from the Captain sat the engineer, a bulky man with cropped black peppered hair and a preoccupied face. The engineer was explaining something technical to Benito Njavah who sat next to him. Further on, the navigator was fidgeting in his chair, his eyes darting between Nikki and Dzintara – the latter, with a cunning expression on her face, sat to the left from the captain. First Mate was the youngest and the cutest: he was around twenty five. He kept turning his head, trying to figure out whether the spacecraft would withstand such an abundance of young Princesses and Queens or whether it would be ripped in half. It seemed to be tilting right… no, left… or right? 
 
    “We decided to wait for you before we order.” The Captain leaned over to Nikki and waved his hand. A skinny man in white overalls and cap came over to the table. 
 
    “Our chef will tell you what we are eating today,” said Sam Chase. “Even though he is so skinny, our Kitchen Commander always hits the target with his spices and spoons! Other captains always try to steal him, so, while at port, we have to chain him to the stove. Just in case.” 
 
    The Chef chuckled. 
 
    “You are a shameless flatterer, Captain, which won’t secure you an extra dessert.” 
 
    The Captain exhaled heavily. 
 
    “On top of it all, he’s the on-board dietitian. Hence the conflict – he is very tough, and getting a second helping out of him is quite an issue.” 
 
    “Well, today we are going to have…” The Chef proceeded to detail his achievements. Nikki, though, was more and more intrigued by Prince Ditbit. He looked subdued; rather than glare at her with habitual anger or arrogance, he kept staring at his cutlery. 
 
    “The Prince is upset…” Nikki thought, and then answered the Chef’s question, “I would like rockfish with rice, and a glass of Martian Chianti… You would suggest dry Alushta? All right, I’ll have it…” 
 
    The service was remarkably fast, and very soon they all dug into their food. Alushta was a little bit tangy, but with a rich bouquet. 
 
    The Captain gallantly kept the conversation going. 
 
    “Do you enjoy your studies at the Einstein College?” he asked his guests. 
 
    “We do,” Dzintara answered on everyone’s behalf. “But we have to work like horses. I feel I have hooves growing.” 
 
    The Captain laughed politely. 
 
    “I would imagine you are all friends?” 
 
    Nikki shook her head and answered point-blankly, “Princess and I are friends, but the Prince is my enemy.” 
 
    Then she turned to Ditbit the Junior, “Have you come up with a plan to destroy my dynasty?” 
 
    “This is outside my competence,” answered the Prince reservedly, not looking at her. 
 
    “What about myself, personally? A dagger? Poison?” 
 
    Ditbit was obviously nervous, yet tried to maintain his dignity. 
 
    “I fail to get your point.” 
 
    Looked like Prince Ditbit was growing up. 
 
    “There you go, Captain,” said Dzintara, raising an eyebrow. “We have an old vendetta here. It is perilous to invite these people to the same table.” 
 
    Captain Chase was obviously shocked by the tough royal exchange. 
 
    “Your Majesty, Your Highnesses,” he said, bowing first to Nikki, then to Dzintara and Ditbit. “I am just an old pilot, and royal discord is none of my business. However, I prefer peace at my table – menacing words affect my appetite. Besides, you might be rivals and even enemies, but do remember that here we are all in the same boat. If one of you gets frustrated and punches a hole in the craft we all share, we will all perish. Whatever hostility you feel towards each other, I would beg you to refrain from uncontrollable and reckless acts.” 
 
    Next course was served, and the conversation dwindled. Running ahead, we can say that the Captain’s position had a most beneficial influence on the atmosphere at the table, and throughout the flight all meals were quite peaceful, the atmosphere being neutral if not friendly. Consequently, the Captain couldn’t complain about his appetite. 
 
    When they moved on to dessert, the conversation once again became animated and shifted to entertainment on board. 
 
    “Captain, when do we expect the Eagle to make a turn, slowing down rather than accelerating?” asked Dzintara. 
 
    “Tomorrow night,” said the Captain, getting on his guard. 
 
    “And how long are we to expect to be g-free?” the Princess went on. 
 
    “What do you mean by g-free?” asked the Captain, not comprehending. 
 
    “Frankly speaking, I have only been on space yachts, it is my first time on such a large craft, and yet I do know from various books that when a passenger craft turns nozzle-front in the middle of the flight, you always become g-free.” 
 
    “Confound those sci-fi novels written by blokes who have never been out in space! We won’t become g-free, we will only experience minor additional acceleration that we need in order to turn the craft. The resulting trajectory curve is built into our flight routing, and it will set us on the final course.” 
 
    “Too bad!” Dzintara said with disappointment. “I have already agreed with my friends to have a G-Free Specter Ball! Yet, if we retain the acceleration, instead of flying specters we will have a buffalo stampede…” 
 
    The Captain frowned, shifting his gaze at Nikki. Gasping, which was unusual for her, she said, “I would love to spend a couple of hours being g-free. Not because of the specters, just to take a break. Your one g is crushing me.” 
 
    The Captain cast a questioning look at the doctor. The latter seemed to be well-informed, for he said, “Miss Greenwich grew up on an asteroid, at almost zero gravity; her gravity experience is limited to twenty two months on the Moon.” 
 
    What makes a Captain a Captain, is the ability to make decisions, promptly and single-handedly. He turned to his First Mate, the Navigator, and said, “Re-route us, with a three-hour pause in motion. Keep in mind, that we will land on the pole, not in the Northern Chasm as we always do, but right on the glacier; the landing patch there has been extended.” 
 
    First Mate just exhaled and did not protest. 
 
    “Tomorrow you will stay on duty until that muddle… that Ball is over. While I will barricade myself in my cabin…” 
 
    “Why do you do this to me, Captain?” First Mate burst out. 
 
    “Because I am your superior!” barked the Captain, and looked at Dzintara, “You will have your three hours of fun; just make sure you don’t destroy the craft.” 
 
    And the Captain tucked into his dessert. 
 
    “I guess I’d better go to the engine room,” said the Engineer. 
 
    “No, you’d better not,” the Doctor stopped him. “Today you will do full maintenance of all the cleaner robots, and tomorrow you will be in charge of them. Three hours of no gravity and a hundred prancing kids… I bet quite a few will end up being sick.” 
 
    The Captain’s spoon paused halfway to his mouth, and he looked dejectedly at the Doctor. 
 
      
 
    It was a real, true, no-nonsense mask ball. An usher robot was standing by the mess room door; Dzintara had it properly instructed and made it study the pictures of all the passengers; any student it was able to recognize under the mask was sent  back to the cargo section, where dozens of his mates were rummaging through piles of fancy outfits left from the previous balls on board and stored in huge boxes. 
 
    Without thinking twice, Nikki slipped on an intricately patterned Venetian mask with broken feathers, and not quite matching Halloween frock of grey shabby cobweb – the first thing that came to hand. The robo-usher granted her admission, yet stopped Jerry who was wearing oversized goggles, a pirate hat and a pirate coat. 
 
    “Mr. Walker, your exposed jaw makes identification very easy,” croaked the usher. 
 
    “You, iron box!” said Jerry angrily. 
 
    “Jerry, I will be by the bar!” Nikki cried from behind the old robot’s shoulder. 
 
    The mess room, freed of all the tables, was filling up with the evil-looking specters and skeletons, bloodthirsty pirates and highway robbers – they were dancing, tumbling, flying around. There was also a fair number of kings and smartly dressed aristocrats. 
 
    Nikki made her way to the bar and ordered a glass of orange juice. The robot gave her a closed bubble with a straw sticking out of it: most convenient, no way to spill the drink, even with no gravity. 
 
    Then a wailing tune sounded, rays of light began crawling up and down the walls, and, all of a sudden, a musketeer with a sword, wearing a mauve cloak and a Santa Claus mask, rushed up to Nikki. Without a word, he put his hand boldly around her waist and whisked her off in a dance. 
 
    “What an imaginative outfit!” Nikki laughed, absolutely sure that it was her old friend. 
 
    “I tried hard,” came the musketeer’s hushed voice from behind the mask. 
 
    While dancing – which was by no means easy at zero gravity! – they plunged into a crowd of screaming bearded dwarves; this move drew them even closer together. The robust merry red-cheeked face of Santa Claus almost touched the coldly smiling Venetian mask covered by an intricate pattern. To those around them, the couple must have looked funny. Nikki laughed, while the cheerful Santa Claus said in a melancholy voice, “It’s not fair… Such a pity…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Nikki, and then a bulky Snow White bumped into them, squeaking, scattering shoes and bonnets, forcing them apart. Another second, and the Santa-musketeer was lost amid the hoop-skirts and the frills of a flock of medieval ladies-in-waiting who came crashing from above. 
 
    “I will be at the bar!” Nikki cried into the open space, and began to disentangle herself from the crazy dancers. 
 
    She felt better once she hitched herself to a bar stool; having recovered her glass of juice, she decided to wait for her friend-gone-missing. 
 
    A cowboy in leather pants, his face covered by a red kerchief, with only the eyes exposed, sailed up to her and inquired in Jerry’s voice, “Well, how do you like this one?” 
 
    Nikki froze. 
 
    “Is that you?” 
 
    “Isn’t it a great disguise?” Jerry asked, pleased. 
 
    “Eh… yes,” agreed Nikki. 
 
    Who was then the brave musketeer? 
 
    While Jerry was ordering himself a grapefruit juice, Nikki noticed two other Venetian masks. There were lots of Venetians in the room. However, the two looked special: they sailed slowly through the air, without touching each other. Apart from the oval masks that fully covered their faces, they were wearing loose cloaks that concealed their bodies; still, their moves revealed that the silver mask belonged to a girl, and the black-and-golden one to a boy. These masks did not dance; they were rather conversing in a pantomime, exchanging fluid gestures. The boy stretched his hands in black gloves, the same color as his cloak, towards the girl. The girl’s bright silver gloves that peeked from underneath the wide folds of her purple robe kept their distance coquettishly, shrinking away from the outstretched black fingers. 
 
    The hands were engaged in a conversation: a question-move was followed by an answer-move. 
 
    Black questions were gentle, silver answers elusive. 
 
    Finally the black gloves with golden embroidery pulled back. Contracted. And then the right one dashed and snatched a white rose, almost a petal, from inside the sleeve. With a fluid motion, it threw the flower towards the silver mask. 
 
    The rose was flying slowly between the two masks, and the silver gloves were dancing lightly, feigning complete lack of interest. The rose, drawn off its course by an airflow, missed the purple shoulder, almost touching it, and headed for the corner of the mess room. 
 
    A couple of goblins had already stretched their avid hands towards it. Yet, all of a sudden, the silver glove dashed forward and grabbed the flower; it brought it back inside the space between the two conversing masks. With a fluid gesture, it raised it to the silver face, then promptly attached it to the cloak. The white color looked beautiful against the purple. 
 
    The black gloves were waiting patiently for the outcome of the exchange between the rose and the silver gloves. Then they dove inside the cloak and emerged with an unbelievably beautiful butterfly. The large patterned wings looked luminous, and the butterfly, fluttering in the dusk, left behind a twisting trail of light. The butterfly let the silver mask take a good look at it – the mask clasped her hands in delight; then the butterfly landed on the rose and stayed there as a beautiful brooch.   
 
    The contracted silver glove spread itself into an elegant hand, covered the distance and tenderly touched the black one. Then it drew back again. 
 
    The black gloves, glittering with golden thread, soared up in delight. And then dove inside the cloak one more time. 
 
    And stayed there. 
 
    The silver ones waited for a while… then began to fidget… to dance… sent out a question. The black ones stayed concealed. The silver ones first asked timidly, then wailed. 
 
    Then the black ones opened a pocket of the cloak, and… the head of a smoky blue kitten emerged. 
 
    The silver gloves flew up in delight. 
 
    The kitten yawned, looked around and began to climb out of the pocket, its claws catching clumsily on the black cloak. Finally it got out on the black shoulder, shook itself, yawned again. 
 
    Nikki was amazed: the smoky blue kitten was semi-transparent, as if woven out of smoke. 
 
    “How does he do that?” she asked Robbie soundlessly. 
 
    “No idea,” grumbled Robbie. “I can’t know everything. A technology I am not aware of.” 
 
    “And who are the masks, I wonder?” 
 
    “The black Venetian is our friend Hao, and the silver coquette is Artemis.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Nikki asked curiously. “The usher has not recognized them.” 
 
    “Do you think I am as dumb as a robo-doorman?” grunted Robbie. “By watching the moves of the cloaks, I can figure out the dimensions of a body and its weight, up to a quarter of a pound.” 
 
    “Hao? But he is always so reserved,” said Nikki. 
 
    “He is reserved with you,” giggled Robbie. 
 
    “Do they know who they are?” 
 
    “I guess so,” said Robbie. “Sometimes humans show superhuman sensitivity.” 
 
    While they were talking, the kitten pushed up and took flight. The silver hands were stretching towards it, calling, begging. 
 
    The kitten jumped up on the right sleeve of the purple cloak, and took a good sniff at the silver gloves. Then it ran up the sleeve. Gave the mask a lick. One, then one more. The silver mask was melting with pleasure – almost dissolved in liquid silver. The girl’s hands were stroking the kitten who rolled up its eyes in bliss, its fur glittering. 
 
    All of a sudden, the kitten pounced towards its black owner. The silver gloves soared up imploringly. The smoky pet froze midway between the masks, turned to the girl with questioning impatience. She stretched her hand submissively towards it, while the kitten strode purposefully towards its owner, the silver glove trailing behind it on an invisible leash. Then it perched itself on the outstretched black palm. The silver one followed it obediently, and then the black and the silver hands began stroking the kitten together, touching each other. 
 
    Nikki felt uneasy: to keep on looking would mean to intrude. 
 
    The lights went off, and in came the specters. They bounced off the mess room walls like rubber balls, and flashes of blue light punctuated their swift flight with static. 
 
    The flashing of the stroboscope gave Nikki a headache, and she went out into the passage. Jerry followed her. 
 
    “I’m off to bed, my head is whimpering,” said Nikki. “You stay here, have more fun.” 
 
    “I will see you to your room,” offered Jerry. 
 
    They walked to her room. Nikki discarded her cloak and the mask; Jerry promised to take them back to the hold. 
 
    He walked away along the passage, holding on to the railings; Nikki watched his back, thinking, “How could I possibly mistake that musketeer for Jerry? He was taller, larger and, overall, different. And his words were weird… Who was it, then? His figure was very much like Ditbit’s… Would Robbie know?” 
 
    For some reason, she decided not to ask Robbie. And Robbie had not detected her thoughts – or pretended not to. 
 
    “If it was Ditbit, something is badly wrong with the Prince…” 
 
      
 
    Mars filled up half of the horizon; the loudspeakers warned all the Eagle passengers to get strapped tight in their seats in half an hour. Still, several students were standing by a large panoramic window, looking at the nearing surface of the red planet. 
 
    “Where are we going to land?” asked Artemis. “Or to mars, rather.” 
 
    “In the Marsopolis port,” said Hao. “By Herschel Crater.” 
 
    “Who was Herschel?” Artemis inquired. 
 
    “He discovered Uranus, the planet,” Phoebus said hurriedly. 
 
    “He lived in England in the eighteenth century, and was a musician,” Hao added. “Yet his heart was stolen by the starlit sky. At daytime Herschel taught music and through the nights he polished lenses for the telescopes and looked at the sky. After several years Herschel the musician discovered a blurred spot amid the bright stars, the new planet Uranus, and became the King’s Astronomer. Herschel’s discovery doubled the size of the Solar system. There’s an inscription on his tombstone, He broke through the barriers of the heavens.” 
 
    “People didn’t know about the existence of Uranus?” Nikki asked in surprise. 
 
    “Planets beyond Saturn cannot be seen from the Earth by a naked eye. Uranus and Neptune were discovered by telescopes.” 
 
    “And who discovered Neptune?” asked Artemis, staring at Hao with her bright dark eyes. 
 
    “Adams and LeVerrier.” Once again, her brother was the quickest. 
 
    “O, this is a complicated drama,” said Hao with an unhurried chuckle. “The observing astronomers had discovered that the new planet, Uranus, was either behind or ahead its expected position in the sky. In mid-nineteenth century Adams in England and LeVerrier in France began to investigate this phenomenon, and, independently from each other, came to a conclusion that the movement of Uranus is perturbed by a still undiscovered, even more remote planet. Both scientists came rather close to calculating the position of the hypothetical planet. Adams, who was 26, completed his investigation first, in 1845. Lacking authority, the young scholar could not persuade the British observers to start the search. LeVerrier, his senior and more energetic, managed to position the unknown planet in 1846. The French astronomers did not believe him either. That made him angry, and he wrote a letter to the German researcher Galle, who, together with his student, d’Arrest, discovered Neptune on the very first night of observation. The French and the English observers were very upset. There was even a political scandal, about the damaged national prestige.” 
 
    “You are so knowledgeable…” Artemis said in pensive amazement. 
 
    “Well done, Hao, you are a great storyteller,” Nikki confirmed with a smile. 
 
    The sign “Return to your seats and fasten your seat belts” flashed in unequivocal red, then a siren began to howl. 
 
    In an hour, the craft landed in Schiaparelli Metropolitan Spaceport. Mars gravity is just two and a quarter times higher than on Moon, and Nikki’s spirit soared after the three days of sixfold pressure. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Adventures on the Other Planet 
 
      
 
    A long multi-wheeled bus approached the Martian Eagle that clang to the frozen concrete with all its landing paws, hitched its plump transparent tentacle to the craft and sucked in the hundred visitors. The moment the last students plopped on the marsobus’s inflatable seats, it honked sonorously and, rocking in its joints, left for the city tour. 
 
    Their guide was Nat Mikish, a MarsoInstitute employee. Shaking his head with a grayish mane, Nat showed the students the sights of the city where he was born and raised. 
 
    “Spaceport was the city’s first major building; many Martian settlers used to live in its hotels…” 
 
    The marsobus drove into a narrow gateway of the lock. The front of the vehicle was hit by an airwave. The marsobus rocked slightly, its glass forehead perspiring. Once the pressure leveled, the city gate rolled aside, opening the view of a park on the left and a construction site with a huge pit on the right. 
 
    “Long ago there was an empty lot here, where my friends and I used to launch turbojet dirigibles. The best model went right through the window of the Mayor’s office…” 
 
    Nat narrowed his blue watery eyes; a reckless youth, contemplating yet another exciting prank together with his friends, peeked through his disguise of a middle-aged mad. 
 
    The city was growing fast, scoring two hundred thousand people, sprouting new industrial and residential domes. Unlike Luna City, wealthy and well-groomed, Marsopolis looked young and functional – fewer cafes and parks, more people in flight uniform; a bulky earth-digging robot stopped next to the bus at a traffic light – its armor dusty and scratched, its huge lilac eye looking with disapproval at the clean glittering liner. 
 
    At the end of the main avenue, with flocks of marsocars speeding down it, sprawled the tallest building of the city, an impressive merge of bold modern topology and ancient Gothic elements. 
 
    Nat declared with pride, “MarsoInstitute is as old as the city. For a long time Mars had been the planet of astronauts and researchers; only recently the professions of a builder and a greenhouse designer became the most popular ones here.” 
 
    The bus doors slid open and the students rushed outside, stretching their legs and looking up at the impressive building of MarsoInstitute with several massive entrance doors made of semi-transparent amber-colored material with silver threads. Nikki was staring at the Institute with wide eyes: her parents had worked here for five years, walked up and down the avenue shaded with blossoming chestnuts…  They would come back from a stroll, chatting all the time. Mom would laugh, Dad would hold the amber door for her… 
 
    “Even though Mars is much smaller than Earth: twice smaller size-wise and nine times less in weight, to study a whole planet is still a big challenge. Our Institute was founded for Mars and asteroid studies.” 
 
    Nat took the guests into a lobby. 
 
    “Mars is a very interesting planet!” Mikish cried, rubbing his hands energetically. “The duration of a Martian day, or a sol, is 24 hours 37 minutes; a year is 687 days long. Mars used to be a geologically active planet: in the Northern hemisphere there are many young plains and huge extinguished volcanoes, up to a hundred thousand feet tall. The planet’s surface is creviced  with enormous thousand-mile-long canyons and hundreds of dry river beds. Tomorrow you will fly to one of the canyons and see it all with your own eyes. And the polar glacier is just incredible! You will visit it the day after tomorrow… I would love to go with you, but we have a two-day conference for space chemists who study asteroids…” 
 
    Mona the Doe, with curly hair, asked, “Who wants to study asteroids? They are just boring stones…” 
 
    Nat’s eyes flashed, and it became clear that he did not share her opinion. Yet he answered with restraint, “Well, let’s discuss the asteroids. It was Kepler who first spotted a large void between Mars and Jupiter and surmised  that an undiscovered planet was hiding there. In 1801 an astronomer by the name of Piazzi discovered a small planet that was named Ceres after the Roman goddess of agriculture and fertility. Soon enough, three more planets were spotted next to it, Pallas, Juno and Vesta. In the next two hundred years, 20,000 asteroids were discovered between Mars and Jupiter, they form the main belt. Altogether it consists of roughly a million tiny planets the size over half a mile and an endless number of smaller bodies.” 
 
    Nat raised his forefinger in deprecation. 
 
    “Indeed! They are just boulders covered with dust and splits. Yet! For a geologist, every asteroid is a thrilling chronicle of the history of the Solar System and the whole Universe. It is from the main belt that the meteorites fall down on Earth. They were born at the same time as the Solar System, yet they contain interstellar particles that had long been wandering through space. Lithic and ferro-lithic bodies are the ones that make it through the atmosphere most often. They are, in fact, iron sponges with their pores filled with stony substance or, vice versa,  stony sponges with iron fillings. Often enough the lithic meteorites contain round silicate inclusions a millimeter in diameter, the chondrules. Ferrous meteorites feature  beautiful Widmanstätten crystal patterns that appear when, in g-free environment, two types of nickel-iron alloys  grow into each other. Using its language of crystals and isotopes, a meteorite can relate many space secrets, including the one on the origins of man. We work hard to learn the language of celestial stones.” 
 
    “Is anyone, except for the geologists, interested in those boulders?” asked Mona who won’t give up. 
 
    Nat’s predatory smile showed bloodstained fangs an inch long. 
 
    “A “boulder” 200—250 feet in size exploded in 1908 twelve miles above Earth, and made history as Tunguska Meteorite. A lot of people were thrilled by this event! 65 million years ago  an asteroid, several miles in diameter, fell into the ocean next to the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico, and left a 120-mile long crater. The dust raised by the explosion darkened the atmosphere, temperatures dropped and the Earth’s large animals, including the domineering dinosaurs, became extinct, freeing the way for the mammals and the humans. If we want to avoid the repetition of such a tragedy, the destruction of biosphere, we need to monitor the unstable orbits of our wayward neighbors, the comets and the asteroids that often come rather close to Earth. That’s what MarsoInstitute is doing. Does it make it look more interesting?” the guide asked the curly-headed student. 
 
    The girl shivered, then said bravely, “A little bit…” 
 
    At the end of the tour the scientist brought the students to a marble plaque featuring two dozen photos in identical frames. Most faces were smiling. 
 
    “Science sometimes calls for self-sacrifice. These are MarsoInstitute employees who died in the line of their research duty. Our budget is small, our vehicles are old… Crashes caused by mechanical failures often claim the lives of our colleagues. Besides, there were meteorite hits and radiation disease… sand avalanches, falling into crevices…” 
 
    Nikki looked at the cheerful people who were already dead, and all of a sudden she saw her parents. 
 
    Her dad’s smile was reserved, her mom was laughing into the camera. 
 
    The girl went deaf to Nat’s explanations. She walked slowly to the plaque, unable to take her eyes off the faces she loved so much. She had never seen these pictures before. They were so beautiful, her mom and dad… 
 
    “…looking so closely? Do you know them?” 
 
    It took Nikki some time to become aware of the guide’s agitated voice. 
 
    “It’s my mom and dad,” she said almost inaudibly, never taking her eyes off the pictures. 
 
    Nat Mikish took a closer look at her, went pale, almost blue, and cried all of a sudden, “Tobea!” 
 
    The students began to exchange glances and to buzz. Nat wouldn’t stop, he was still shouting the same weird word, “Tobea! TOBEA!” 
 
    “What is it, Nat?” a lady’s quarrelsome voice came from somewhere. “I am half way through the photometry of double Trojans!”  
 
    “Nikki! Nikki! She’s alive! Ivan and Susan’s daughter! She’s alive! She’s here!” Nat’s cry dwindled to a whisper. The grey-headed man stumbled and leaned heavily against the wall. A bracelet on his wrist flickered red. 
 
    The sound of smashing glass came from the loudspeakers, followed by crashing and rumbling; then everything went still. 
 
    Regaining his composure, Nat walked slowly towards Nikki, staring at her. A strained grimace twisted his lips, his eyes were bright and wet. 
 
    A door in the wall flew open, and a middle-aged lady with a supple figure, in blue overalls, ran out of it. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Nat?” 
 
    The words froze on her lips. She pushed her husband aside and grabbed Nikki by the shoulders, scrutinizing. Then, all of a sudden, her sharp energetic face twitched and softened. 
 
    “Nicoletta…” she said, hugging the girl close. 
 
    Nikki could not understand a thing, and yet, spontaneously, returned the hug; the lady was already sobbing. 
 
    The students were in an uproar; Professor Njavah elbowed her way to the front. 
 
    “What’s up?” she inquired. 
 
    Nat was the only one who could still speak. 
 
    “We were friends of her parents. We saw her grow… she often stayed with us when Ivan and Susan were away on field trips… She was like a daughter to us.” 
 
    A spasm cut Nat’s speech short. 
 
    “She was rescued two years ago,” Njavah said in surprise. “All the channels showed it.” 
 
    “We have long stopped watching TV and reading newspapers,” Nat said, having cleared his throat. “The two old boots, too absorbed in celestial microbes…” 
 
    Njavah, sensitive as ever, assessed the situation and took all the other students away, to have lunch at the Institute’s café. Jerry was the only one who stayed with Nikki and the Mikishes; they showered her with questions: how had she survived, all alone? Where did she live and study at the moment? 
 
    ”Because of our negligence, Nikki almost ended up in an orphanage! How horrible!” gasped Tobea. 
 
    “Looks like once in a while TV shows important things. Who would know?” Nat said despondently. 
 
    After lunch, the students had free time to explore the streets of Marsopolis and the Institute’s museum. Nat and Tobea arranged with Njavah to bring Nikki and Jerry to the spaceport in the morning, for the Martian Eagle’s departure; then they took both to their place. 
 
    “The apartment where you used to live with your parents does not exist any more,” Nat said. “A multi-level hothouse has been built on the spot.” 
 
    An old electromobile, screeching at the turns, knew how to find its own way: it delivered the party to a tiny two-storey house, overgrown with a creeping plant with huge violet flowers. 
 
    “Do you remember this house and the ivy?” Tobea asked hopefully. 
 
    Nikki shook her head. 
 
    The interior space of the house was designed in quite an intricate way: the large living room took up the entire height of the two floors, while the second floor bedrooms had balconies facing it. 
 
    Nikki walked into the house, took a good look around and, for some reason, glanced into a short passage behind the kitchen. 
 
    “There!” Nat said. “You are heading straight for your room.” 
 
    That came as a surprise. Had she had a room here? 
 
    With growing excitement, she opened the door and found herself in a room with a tiny bed and a low, spacious table. It was obviously a child’s room, with toys and picture books scattered around; there were sheets of paper with clumsy drawings or just lines scribbled by a felt pen. 
 
    “We haven’t touched anything in this room,” said Tobea, following her inside. “When Nat and I found out that the ship went missing… which always meant death, we…” Her voice trailed away. 
 
    One of the walls was transparent, looking out on the same creeping plant in bloom. Nikki looked up – bright spots of light danced on the ceiling. 
 
    “Where does the light come from?” she asked. 
 
    “It was because of these light spots that little Nicoletta preferred this bedroom to all the others,” said Tobea, sliding the glass partition aside. 
 
    Behind a low hedge was an oval swimming pool, a large one, some seventy feet long. The bright spots were actually coming off its rippling surface. 
 
    “You used to swim here for hours,” Nat said. Jerry and he joined the ladies by the swimming pool, coming from the door that led to the living room. 
 
    Something odd was happening to Nikki. Her eyes were glittering feverishly, her breathing was shallow. She squatted by the side of the pool and then, all of a sudden, lay down on the edge, her head on the marble plate, and dropped one hand into the water. The sun caressed the girl’s cheek and her tightly closed eyes. 
 
    “You favorite way to sunbathe,” said Tobea, her voice hoarse. 
 
    “This pool cost us more than the whole house, but it was worth the money,” said Nat. “Your parents spent half of their time on research trips, and while they were away you always stayed with us. Tobea and I took turns working from home, and had great time with you. You used to call this pool…” 
 
    “Maslake!” said Nikki, her eyes still closed. 
 
    “Right, it took you quite a while to figure out the “r” sound in the word, and the name got stuck,” said Tobea, forcing out a smile. 
 
    Silence reigned, punctuated with soft splashes. Nikki was running her hand slowly through the water, while the sun spots on the ceiling of her childhood room danced and whispered excitedly. 
 
      
 
    The Mikishes and their unexpected guests spent the evening in the candlelit living room. Nat and Tobea had figured out that it was painful for Nikki to speak about the past, and switched to neutral topics. They introduced the kids to their pet blue-tailed lizard Mimi, shy and elusive, always trying to escape under the couch; showed them heaps of photographs and unusual knick-knacks that the two scientists’ old house was stuffed with. 
 
    At dinner, while enjoying a luxuriant assortment of smoked meats, cheeses and fruit, the Mikishes spoke about their research work. Nat was an astrobiologist, a theoretician, he analyzed the conditions of life emergence, as well as the structuring of alien genomes and creatures. Tobea was a researcher in astrobiology, she studied the spectra of planets and gas nebulae in search of amino-acids, bio molecules and other signs of life. 
 
    “Your dad and I wrote a series of articles on organic molecules on asteroids and comets,” said Nat. “He was a brilliant scholar, diligent in his calculations and bold in his ideas.” 
 
    “Do you know Dr. Torag?” Robbie asked all of a sudden. 
 
    Nat Mikish, who had already met Nikki’s friend, answered, unperturbed, “Sure, we knew him very well. The only reason that we don’t have Yuri Torag’s portrait on the memorial board is that he left the Institute six months before his death.” 
 
    Nat looked at Nikki. 
 
    “Your dad and Yuri were actually friends, they did a lot of research together.” 
 
    The scientist stopped, but Robbie asked, “Please, tell us more, any information on Yuri Torag and his friendship with Ivan Greenwich is very important.” 
 
    Recollecting, Mikish said, “Yuri was a pragmatic person. Apart from MarsoInstitute, he was working as a consultant for several space geology corporations. He came up with some sort of an innovative long-distance exploration procedure and decided to start his own company to exploit this idea. He left MarsoInstitute and began to perfect his method of locating the ore fields, using his small yacht. He went missing on a one-man flight to the asteroid belt – never came back. Your dad was very upset, it was hard for him to accept that Yuri was gone. I know that he even tried to investigate his death, and even asked the MarsoInstitute computer to help. I don’t know if he discovered anything relevant, though.” 
 
    “What was that Torag exploration procedure about?” 
 
    Nat shrugged. 
 
    “I have no idea. Yuri was very reticent about his secrets when he lived, and he never let them loose after his death… Yet his main line of research was merging of gamma-spectroscopy with radar methods.” 
 
    Nikki listened closely, and soundlessly suggested to Robbie, “You should renew your acquaintance with the MarsoInstitute computer.” 
 
    “Show some respect to your old friend and refrain from making obvious remarks,” Robbie grumbled in response.  
 
    A house cyber served them tea, and a dispute, apparently an old one, sprang up at the table. 
 
    Nat believed that life had emerged on a number of planets, independently; that’s why he insisted that life on Mars and on Earth had two different origins. 
 
    Tobea, on the contrary, believed that life sprang up somewhere in the Galaxy, in one to several places, and then, as panspermy concept stipulates, spread, in the shape of space spores, across various planetary systems. 
 
    “Life on Mars and on Earth has the same origins,” Tobea said confidently, setting her cup aside. “First the space spores reached one planet, and then meteorites carried them on to the other. The only question is on which of the planets life emerged earlier. Do Martians live on Earth, or did the Terrestrians landed on Mars long, long ago?” 
 
    “There are lots of inhabited worlds!” Nat exclaimed. “Emergence of life is a universal, comprehensive process. In the Southern bay of the primordial Earth, where the thick amino-acid broth was heating up in the sun, an unpretentious Something once emerged; all it could do was to devour food and to create its likenesses. This Something fed and procreated for hundreds of millions of years, until it filled up the whole Ocean. There was no longer enough nutrition for all its progeny. Because of that, only the smartest, the strongest, the fastest had a chance to survive, and that’s how evolution started; four hundred million years ago it pushed a terrestrial vertebral animal out on the ocean coast. Quite recently, it became a human!” 
 
    Nat’s voice reached Biblical greatness, and died on a high note. Then the scientist finished matter-of-factly, “Consequently, wherever there was water, warmth and amino-acids, life was born!” 
 
    “How come you are still unable to breed this live Something in a lab tube?” giggled Tobea. “Thousands of your fellow-researchers rack their rusty brains, trying to create the right conditions for self-synthesis of a live organism from non-organic components. And yet they want Nature to achieve the same, unthinkingly. You should understand that Life is Universe’s finest rarity and treasure, and we have to be grateful to Nature for its magnanimous gift.” 
 
    “How can a contemporary person, an intellectual one at that, stick to the antiquated panspermy idea?” Nat exclaimed. “It is preposterous and barbarous!” 
 
    “You look at yourselves, vivificators,” giggled Tobea. “You keep droning that life is being born everywhere! Anytime! Yet all your autoclave sorcery is futile. You cannot even cause the autogenesis of a flu virus, while all it takes is to sneeze on one of your tubes. Besides, the emergence of life under each and every boulder is impossible probability-wise.” 
 
    “Yet you have to admit that there’s life on Earth!” Nat said sarcastically. 
 
    “We still don’t know how lucky we were,” pared Tobea. 
 
    “I wish we could get a single sample of the preserved Martian DNA,” Nat said wistfully. “We would have deciphered it and determined whether we have the same origins as the ancient Martians.” 
 
    “Still, was there ever life on Mars?” asked Nikki who was following the discussion closely. 
 
    “Yes, but it was very long ago, and nowadays we can only find meager fossilized remains. I wish we could discover a couple of live extraterrestrial microbes!” 
 
    “We need to look in the warm sub-glacial Oceans of the satellites of Jupiter and Saturn,” said Tobea. 
 
    “We will never get financing for such in-depth drilling,” Nat said with a sigh. “I believe that there might be micro-organisms even here, on Mars, inside the old volcanoes and wherever there is underground heat. It’s a fairly good chance, but again the research procedures are quite costly. The MarsoInstitute astrobiologists don’t have the funds at the moment. Scientists get paid for discovering ore deposits, for meteorite alerts on the space routes, not for the fundamental debates on the origins of life.” 
 
    Tobea waved off the subject. 
 
    “Forget about your primordial worms, let’s rather talk about the future sitting right next to you.” She turned to Nikki. “Einstein College is a great place, but dreadfully expensive. I would imagine you are up to your neck in debt. Go ahead, tell us how can we help you? We have almost no savings, but, if necessary, we can sell the house…” Tobea’s voice faltered momentarily, yet she went on, “and move into a smaller one. In order to help you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nikki said, sincerely touched. “But I’ll manage.” 
 
    She fished a book out of her pocket, and scribbled a couple of lines; then tore out a page and handed it to the Mikishes. 
 
    “This is for MarsoInstitute and to fund your research. If you send me a report on how it was used, I will be able to deduct this money from taxes. If you don’t, it’s still OK. Spend it the way you want, it’s your money.” 
 
    Nat picked up the check gingerly and examined it. Then, retaining his composure, he handed it to his wife. 
 
    “I don’t understand it. Who’s this girl?” 
 
    “It says three hundred million dollars,” Tobea uttered in awe. 
 
    “For a few months now my name is Queen Greenwich,” Nikki said flatly. “I have received a fairly generous insurance bonus for the Oberon Observatories.” 
 
    “I’ve heard about it!” exclaimed Nat. “So it was not your namesake!” 
 
    Tobea said, her voice trembling, “Look, Nikki has grown up without us, without our belated help, and now she’s the one helping the two old slippers. Your parents would be so proud…” 
 
    She pulled out a handkerchief, dabbed at her eyes and grumbled, “Who would believe I would get so soppy? I cried out my ten-years’ allowance of tears…” 
 
      
 
    Early in the morning the Mikishes followed them to the spaceport. By the lock chamber Nikki turned round and asked, “How come I know this ditty: 
 
      
 
    Whose nose was it? It was Errol's! 
 
    Where was it? Singing carols! 
 
    What was that he got? A penny! 
 
      
 
    Tobea chimed in: 
 
    What was that he bought? A candy! 
 
    Whom he shared it with? Nobody! 
 
    Oh, so naughty! So naughty! 
 
      
 
    Then she said, “My grandma used to sing it to me when I was small, and then I sang it to you. Even though you were so tiny I can’t believe you remember it…” 
 
    Her face, both happy and upset, again dissolved in tears. 
 
    Nikki walked into her cabin, installed herself in a chair and looked through the window at the ginger-colored wall of the crater and the glittering glass of the spaceport. All of a sudden, she felt it with utmost clarity: her old friends were standing there, behind the glass, waving her goodbye. She realized that now she had yet another place of her own. A place saturated with past, poignant as tears. 
 
    “Hear, hear!” the sunspots in the room by the swimming pool were dancing excitedly. 
 
    In the room of her happy childhood. 
 
      
 
    The Martian Eagle whistled, its engines clacking, and within twenty three minutes took them to the other Martian hemisphere. The landing strip at the Southgarden spaceport was not as well-groomed as the concrete of the metropolitan one, rusty dust flew up from the landing craft, dark-blue stones, blown off by the gas-and-plasma pressure rolled to the sides. 
 
    A Martian desert stretched all around, with only a few low glass domes visible at the horizon. 
 
    “We are not allowed to land any closer to the conservatories, for the keepers feel strongly about dust and dislocated stones,” the Captain exclaimed, and then barked, “All out! Now Mr. Dickory is going to look after you.” 
 
    The students emerged from the lock chamber, only to discover, to their amazement, that there was neither a coach nor any other vehicle waiting to deliver them to the far-away conservatories. 
 
    Just one lonely figure, short and squat, with arms akimbo, was standing on the reddish sand littered with almost black stones. The stranger looked very much like a dwarf. 
 
    “Visitors, I need your full attention!” a croaky voice came through the loudspeakers inside their spacesuits. “I am Senior Keeper Dickory, and I am the one to decide what you are going to see today. We will start the tour with a stroll along the Mars terrain; half-a-mile hike.” 
 
    “A hike?” Ditbit’s voice went up in disgust. 
 
    “If we have some weaklings who don’t fancy it,” croaked the keeper, “they are free to stay on board.” 
 
    He turned round abruptly and began walking – not directly to the Southgarden domes, but bearing left, towards the crater’s nearest steep slope. 
 
    They had no choice. The students, in their stiff spacesuit, waddled after him: they started off in a tight group, then broke into a long chain. 
 
    “Have a look!” The keeper’s piercing voice screwed itself into their ears. “Barren stones and sand! The atmosphere is a hundred times less dense than on Earth, ninety five percent of it is carbon dioxide, the rest are nitrogen and argon. As for oxygen, deciles of a percent, just traces of water vapor. The average temperature of the Martian soil is minus sixty degrees Centigrade. Only in summer, at midday, the air temperature might go as high as twenty five. Temperature fluctuations exceed one hundred degrees. A sandstorm, with the wind speed of a hundred meters per second leaves scratches even on the toughest glass!” 
 
    All of a sudden, the squat guy stopped and turned round. The students who walked behind all but bumped into him. There was a jam, and then the visitors formed a semicircle around the dwarfish keeper. 
 
    “Isn’t it madness?” the dwarf shrieked, looking them over. “To dream about gardens in such a place!” 
 
    Responding to the dwarf’s vigor, the helmets nodded timidly: yes, indeed, it was sheer madness. 
 
    The dwarf turned his angry back to them and walked on. 
 
    Jerry and Nikki kept looking around curiously. The sky had a reddish tint, with sparse pink clouds flying across it. The ravine the students were stumbling by was filled to the brim with cold white fog. Once in a while, a spooky claw crawled out of there, engulfing the hikers, depositing frost-mist on the transparent plastic of their helmets. 
 
    Nikki switched off the main communication channel, so that only Jerry could hear her, and asked, “Robbie, did you have a chance to talk to the MarsoInstitute computer?” 
 
    “Sure. While you, the pluricellular amoebae, were sleeping like dead jellyfish, I made friends with him. He remembers my high status of twelve years back, and we had a most fruitful discussion.” 
 
    “Did he mentioned anything about the list?” Jerry, who was walking right by them, could not help asking. 
 
    “No. However, he did tell me that twelve years ago Ivan Greenwich asked him to construct a model of the last flight taken by his friend Yuri Torag and to analyze the possible causes of his death. At that time I was doing my internship at MarsoInstitute, and the cyberbrain got me involved in the modeling. He states that I managed to achieve some remarkable results. He does not know which ones exactly, though.” 
 
    “How come he does not know if he was the one to give you the assignment?” 
 
    “My internship stipulated that I would send all the data directly to Earth. The MarsoInstitute computer would only be copied after the clearance by the head of the artificial intelligence project. Yet, instead of the clearance, they received an order to dispatch me to Earth. That’s why my data have never been downloaded into his memory.” 
 
    “Does this mean that you were put on the Stranger because you did manage to dig up the reasons for Torag’s death?” Nikki asked, her voice shaking. 
 
    “Right.” Robbie’s voice was firm. “With four sigma probability, the attack on the Stranger was perpetrated because of your father’s request to further analyze the causes of the crash of Dr. Torag’s craft, and because of my participation in the investigation.” 
 
    “Who was the target then, you or my dad?” asked Nikki in a hoarse, faltering voice. 
 
    “Most probably, both of us,” said Robbie. “Someone came up with a highly efficient plan, to destroy both opponents in one blow. It sounds highly professional.” 
 
    Nikki felt stung. And my mom? Her death was, for these murderers, a mere trifle, a negligible side effect? 
 
    She stumbled, yet Jerry managed to catch her hand and stop her from falling. 
 
    Behind the transparent visor, he saw a pale face with half-closed eyes and contorted lips. It looked like the Asteroider was in physical pain. 
 
    “That means that this cursed list was the cause of your parents’ death too.” Jerry’s voice was also full of pain. “And Torag died because he was on the list and, apparently, displeased its owners with his stubbornness…” 
 
    “Ditbit will be damned,” said Nikki, as soon as she was able to regain her breath, cut by the shocking piece of news. “He started this war, and he will perish in it…” 
 
    The girl walked on in silence, without looking around. 
 
    The students reached the steep wall of the crater. Its cragged edge cut into the reddish sky, yet the Martian sky looked almost solid and streams of grinded deposits and sand ran down the slopes. 
 
    “Most conservatories are built by such walls,” croaked the dwarf, pointing a stern finger at the slope of the crater. “We take the sunny side, analyze the composition of sand. Then we stretch strong cables between the top and the bottom, put up the plastic roof. What do we get?” the gardener dwarf asked the students who crowded around him. 
 
    “A conservatory?” came a timid voice. 
 
    “A nutshell, not a conservatory,” the dwarf said weightily. “Then comes the main part of the job: to optimize the soil, to install air, heating and water systems; so many tasks that it feels almost impossible. 
 
    “For instance,” the keeper waved his hand in the direction of the crumbling slope, “do you see these sand streams? They are pests. The frozen sand looks solid, but once we have a minor shift inside such a slope, the mechanical friction along the shift plane warms up the frozen water, and the sand begins to slide down in an avalanche, fluid as a mudflow. Still, for us, the keepers, steep slopes are very attractive, because of the same property that makes them so hazardous: they contain a lot of ice. The wall of the crater cuts into thick layers of permafrost, which provides vital supplies of air and water for the conservatory. Well, let me show what all these troubles have led us into.” 
 
    The tiny keeper started walking towards the domes, their glass glittering in the rays of the tiny sun. 
 
    They walked into the air lock, removed their spacesuits – and found themselves in paradise. Obviously, they were not familiar with the exact species from the Garden of Eden, for different sources contradict each other, but it was quite likely that it looked very similar to the conservatory: thousands of flowers -- roses and orchids, lilies and hibiscus and lots of others, unbelievably attractive to the eyes and unfailingly fragrant. 
 
    Their senses ran all around the conservatory on liquid legs. 
 
    “This is a mere trifle!” said Dickory with a dismissive wave of his hand. “This is for the impressionable tourists. The most interesting things lie ahead!” And the dwarf headed for the next section. 
 
    The students, especially the female ones, did not mind to admit that they were impressionable tourists, just to secure the permission to stroll through this overwhelming blooming thicket. To stroll, to smell, to touch… But even though Dickory was running ahead, he saw everything that was going on behind his back. 
 
    “Hands off!” he shrieked when a plump Doe stroke a brightly colored flower. The Doe was so frightened that she all but plopped into a bucket filled with suspicious-looking brownish liquid. 
 
    “That’s the real beauty!” the dwarf exclaimed predatorily, standing at the edge of a field of even golden color, his hands spread wide. 
 
    The students crowded behind his back, buzzing in amazement. 
 
    Wheat was growing there. It was both usual and unusual – a six-footer, thick as a wall. The sturdy sun-colored stalks branched into multi-faceted ears, each a foot long and an inch thick. 
 
    “Because of these fields we do not need any grain supplies from Earth,” Mr. Dickory declared with tenderness. “They are the source of our alimentary independence.” 
 
    The gourmet students were even more impressed by the fruit and vegetable plots: grapevines bore so many bunches that the stalks, contorted by their hard labor, were hardly visible. The melon and water melon stems did not creep, but stood upright, clinging to the stalwart fruit trays. The dark green umbrellas of leaves caught the light of the sun far above, while the space between the leaves and the soil was fat and replete with huge striped watermelons and creamy, impeccably shaped melons. Some leaves were looking downwards, rather than sunwards: the vegetable patches were lit by bright blue lights from below. 
 
    Martian pears were the size of papaya, and cherries the size of tomatoes. As for tomatoes – and here Nikki was a connoisseur! – they were not too big, yet bubbled out in abundant juicy bunches, almost like the grapes. 
 
    “The Martian environment is more manageable than the Earth’s; that’s why we get several harvests per year,” said Dickory the smug dwarf; all his bile evaporated amid his beloved fields. 
 
    Apart from watching, the students had a good tasting of the local produce in a local café where they were taken by a friendly cyber. There were chicken and pork on the menu – apparently, they had not seen the whole of Southgarden Foodworks.  
 
    After lunch, Dickory kept taking them through his plantations and farms, until they begged for a break. Then the dwarf got his weary party seated on a large lawn, waited for each of them to select a chilled fruit or vegetable juice from the bar, and then ran a real test. 
 
    “Who has realized, after this tour, what is our main challenge in space? The one no one but humans can handle.” 
 
    The students stared, perplexed, into each other’s blank eyes. 
 
    “Cybers can do ANYTHING in space instead of humans, and more efficiently too,” Prince Ditbit said impressively. 
 
    “Wrong!” the dwarfish gardener squeaked derisively. “The main and the unique challenge a human faces in space – the one no one, except himself, can handle – is to SURVIVE. Mankind emerged at the bottom of a warm ocean of air, it can only exist within a very narrow margin of temperature, pressure and gravity. In order to survive in the vacuum of the other planets, we have to confine ourselves to metal or a plastic bubbles and warm up the atmosphere inside them. We need a constant supply of oxygen, water and food. That’s why in the beginning of the space era we tended to stay close to our own planet, for all our victuals were coming from there.” 
 
    Ditbit listened with a sarcastic smile on his face. 
 
    “The real conquest of space began neither in the engineering laboratories nor at spaceports; it began here.” The keeper made a sweeping gesture. Cybers were bustling by the shelves loaded with strawberry plants, carefully picking the ripe berries. 
 
    “The conservatory keepers are the ones in the position to answer the question: can we leave our planet permanently and make the other worlds livable? Can humans ensure themselves the same comfort in space as on Earth? The conquest of the universe isn’t possible without my vegetable patches!” the keeper ended solemnly. 
 
    “Wow! This tomato dwarf is wise…” Nikki thought in amazement. 
 
    “A lot of people believe that gardeners are wingless, down-to-earth people,” declared Mr. Dickory. “I hope that today you’ve managed to understand that no ambitious plans or daring dreams can be realized without us, the humble producers of meat and veggies. When you write a poem or design a spacecraft, don’t look down on farmers.” 
 
    The students, the appealing assortment of the freshest juices in their bellies, agreed wholeheartedly and rewarded the dedicated space gardener with a round of applause. 
 
      
 
    They were so exhausted by the long trip through the endless greenhouses and runny Martian sands that, after a half-hearted dinner, collapsed into their beds and slept like logs. When Jerry woke up in the morning and, with an effort, opened his eyes, he could not believe them: instead of the reddish rocky plain of the day before he saw a glittering pink glacier. They had arrived to the North Pole of Mars! The Eagle, as well as the small landing patch, were surrounded by oblique icy waves; in the glades between them he spotted sandy dunes, very similar to the ones on Earth, even though the sand had a reddish tint. 
 
    The Martian sunrise was in full splendor above this alien glacier: the tiny yellow disk of the Sun was sailing onto the lilac-colored sky, its color pattern varying from the purple at the horizon to the light pink in zenith. 
 
    Extraterrestrial beauty indeed! 
 
    After breakfast the Captain announced to his passengers, “Several students are staying on Mars for their vacations; instead of them we will be bringing back a group of mothers with young children. All of them require urgent treatment in the Moon hospitals. Right now they are on Phobos, and in order to insure the smooth berthing of the ambulance shuttle we need to take off at 3.15. Any delay in takeoff will cause an increasing delay in our flight to the Moon. That’s why I set the all-aboard time after your tour to the Polar Caves early, at 2 pm. Then, after a quick lunch, off we go! 
 
    “And don’t you dare be late!” roared the Captain. “I would not tolerate putting the passengers with kids into jeopardy! I am sending one of my assistants as an aid to Professor Njavah – he will make sure that you all get back on time. And whoever is late will spend all the trip back cleaning the latrines!” 
 
    This rhetorical threat showed that the Captain was genuinely concerned. 
 
    The students put spacesuits on and poured out onto the glacier, pushing each other and howling. A Dragon boy tripped an Owl girl, while a Stag’s feet slid on their own accord, for there was ice underneath a thin coat of sand. 
 
    Since the Martian North Pole was uninhabited, the only available guide was Njavah. The Professor spent quite a bit of time before she managed to attract the teenagers’ attention to her educational tour. The giggling students learned reluctantly that because of the low air temperatures all the water and even the water vapor in the atmosphere had turned into ice, thus creating a permafrost layer and the never-melting glaciers on the poles. 
 
    “In winter, the temperature at the poles drops to minus 125 degrees Celsius. Because of the cold, even the Martian carbon dioxide solidifies. The polar caps are a mixture of water ice and frozen carbon dioxide, they evaporate in summer and cause snow precipitation in winter. In the northern latitudes of Mars carbon dioxide snowstorms occur…” 
 
    The students winced, trying to imagine a carbon dioxide blizzard, the gas frozen to minus one hundred – and what was it? – degrees. 
 
    “The scientists believe that Mars used to be much warmer and had its own lakes and rivers; even an ocean in the Northern hemisphere.” 
 
    The Professor was sort of droning away, but she came to life towards the end of the lecture. 
 
    “Two American scientists, Sagan and Wallace, came up with an interesting idea: according to their calculations, even today there might be underground lakes on Mars, under the thick layer of permafrost!” 
 
    The students nodded their transparent helmets enthusiastically, one of them even began to poke the glacier with his foot, in hope of digging a well. 
 
    Then the Professor beckoned them towards the Polar Caves that had recently been discovered by the geologists and opened for visitors just a year ago. 
 
    The students were impressed by the Polar Caves – a thicket of glistening icicles growing on the vault, while the frost-covered boulders were standing on the floor like a crowd of snowed-in dwarves. The colors in the cave were iridescent,  from purple to scarlet. 
 
    Having taken the students through the underground caverns and shared everything she knew, the Professor announced, “The lecture is over, you can stroll through the halls for an hour. Then we will meet by the exit, and I beg you not to be late!” Captain’s concern, apparently, was contagious.  
 
    There was a smooth, softly-lit path leading to each section of the cave. Nikki and Jerry walked through all the underground loops and twists, halls and passages – there were not, in fact, all that many. In the very last hall Nikki, inquisitive as ever, spotted a dark narrow opening in the wall – it was not marked on the tourist map of the cave. 
 
    “Should we take a look?” asked Nikki. 
 
    They left the pass and directed their flashlights into the opening; it was too narrow for an adult person to squeeze through. 
 
    They did squeeze, though, – and found themselves in a round chamber with the floor powdered by pink ice particles. Bulky clusters of white rime were hanging precariously from the vault, together with pointed transparent red stalactites. All of them were shimmering miraculously in the light. 
 
    “Wow!” Nikki said in awe, and Jerry couldn’t but agree. In the center of the round room there was a cavern with runny edges of ice powder; it narrowed into a vertical passage. Nikki directed her flashlight there and decided that they would have no problem going down along the icy ledges. Jerry did not like the idea, “We are getting too far from the main cave!” 
 
    Nikki shrugged away his concern. 
 
    “Don’t be such a drone. It’s one p.m., we can wander around for another thirty minutes, and have plenty of time to get back. The ice does not block radio contact, and it’s impossible to lose your way here.” 
 
    And she crawled into the hole. Jerry had no choice but to follow her. They went some seventy feet down below the main level of the cave, and found themselves in a huge underground hall. It was Jerry’s turn to say “Wow!” 
 
    The room was filled up with intricately shaped lumps of ice – they stood on the floor, protruded from the walls, hang down from the vault; smooth purple figures that looked very much like abstract sculptures alternated with stalagmites covered in lacy pink rime – groves of trees from an alien world. 
 
    Nikki made sure that each and every piece of nature’s subsurface art got into the lens of the video camera on her helmet. 
 
    Half a dozen black passages opened from the room. 
 
    “We are not going any further,” said Jerry, “we are short of time.” 
 
    Nikki nodded in agreement. 
 
    All of a sudden, they heard a strange rustle from behind. The floor began to shake. Both looked back and saw a wave of ice particles pour out of the opening they had used to access the hall of sculptures. Within seconds the narrow passage turned into a snowdrift. 
 
    “Dammit!” cried Jerry, running up to the snowdrift and trying to plow his way through the snow. Plowing was easy, but more porous ice was pouring in. 
 
    “It’s useless,” Nikki said sadly, without moving. “My sensors see that the passage is crammed by the snow that was there on the floor of the round cave. Looks like someone gave it a push with an ultrasonic knife.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Jerry asked, bewildered. 
 
    “Robbi, are we in touch with the ship?” 
 
    “We are. Should I summon help?” 
 
    “Wait.” Nikki looked at her watch. “One thirty. We are to be back on board in half an hour. What can the crew do with this slide?” 
 
    “Not much,” said Robbie. “They have to secure the loose ice in the upper cave, then unblock the passage. Even with proper equipment it will take three hours at least.” 
 
    “Tammy, is there another way out?” Jerry pointed to the dark openings in the walls. 
 
    “This level is unexplored, I don’t have a map,” Tammy’s voice came ringing. “It’s estimated though that Polar Caves are fairly spacious, and you can spend a long time wandering through them.” 
 
    “May I be devoured by the Polar Bear! Take-off will be delayed because of us!” Nikki said dejectedly. “It’s such a shame! The sick kids will wait for us in vain…” 
 
    Jerry looked at her crestfallen face behind the glass of the helmet and said, “We will think up something.” 
 
    He unbuttoned the pocket of his spacesuit and retrieved three sticks of an unusual, wavy shape. They all had fluorescent tips of different colors, red, blue and yellow. 
 
    “What are these?” asked Nikki. 
 
    “Mini surfers,” said Jerry. “An elaboration on your idea of the Surfer. I call them Ratties. I brought them to run a test on the ice.” 
 
    He threw the sticks on the floor and ordered, “Search for the exit from the cave! The quickest mode!” 
 
    The mini-cybers had neither wheels nor feet nor tracks. All of a sudden, their wavy surface quivered, became fluid, and the surfers darted in different directions; something made them choose three passages out of six. In a flash, they were gone. 
 
    “Quick fellows!” Nikki said respectfully. “Will they make it in time?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jerry. “We have but wait.” 
 
    Nikki could not sit still and wait. She tried to peek into one of the passages neglected by the ratties, but soon enough it came to an end by a narrow crevice and she had to retrace her steps. 
 
    The yellow-nosed ratty was the first one to return, it dashed out of the narrowest passage and, without as much as saying hello headed for the next passage. Tammy, who was guiding the cybers, reported the results of its reconnaissance trip, “No way here, passage blocked by large slabs.” 
 
    Time raced. Nikki, who felt guilty for getting them stuck underground, or, rather, under the ice, was getting more and more nervous. Fifteen minutes before the back-on-board time, a strict order by the Martian Eagle’s First Mate sounded in the loudspeakers of their helmets, “All the tour members to report to the exit of the cave!” 
 
    “By Venus’s fangs, I don’t know what I am going to do with the prankster who got us trapped here.” Nikki was getting fiercer by the minute. 
 
    Once again the yellow cyber dashed out of the darkness and headed for the last unexplored passage. 
 
    “The yellow one only discovered a narrow crack that goes down,” came Tammy’s upbeat voice. 
 
    The blue and the red ratties were still missing. All of a sudden, Tammy said, “Lost contact with the blue surfer. It’s either disabled or out of reach.” 
 
    “Dammit! Damn!” Nikki was swearing, kicking at the lumps of snow. 
 
    “It’s past two o’clock!” came the First Mate’s angry voice. “Two are still missing! Professor Njavah, check who they are!” 
 
    Their hearts dropped. Even if the remaining ratties find a way out, they won’t be able to get on board in time. There would definitely catch it, but the worst thing of all – the Martian Eagle won’t take off on time! 
 
    The yellow mini surfer dashed back into the hall. 
 
    “There’s no way out,” reported Tammy. “The only passage left is the one searched by the red cyber, it goes down a long way. The blue cyber’s cave doesn’t look promising, it seems to have a cavern.” 
 
    “Let’s follow the red one!” said Jerry, while Nikki muttered dejectedly: 
 
    “The passage leads down, while we need to go up…” 
 
    They did not have much of a choice though, it was their last chance. 
 
    Both ran into the wide passage that the red cyber had gone into half an hour before. The yellow mini surfer led the way fluidly, like a hunting dog, or rather, a hunting rat. 
 
    “What does the red one report?” 
 
    “It’s half a mile ahead, the passage is still wide,” said Tammy. “But I might lose touch with it any minute, it’s too far.” 
 
    “Half a mile?” gasped Nikki. “How are we going to make our way back to the ship?” 
 
    Jerry was silent. 
 
    The passage narrowed and inclined, it was so steep that Jerry who was running ahead lost his balance and fell on his back. The plastic surface of his spacesuit slid on the ice and, with a whistling sound, Jerry headed into the darkness. 
 
    “Jerry!” Nikki cried, trying to catch up. She also tumbled over. 
 
    In a minute two live and terrified sleds were dashing down the narrow steep ice passage. Blocks of ice and stalactites rushed by, illuminated momentarily by the flashlights. 
 
    “What’s ahead, Tammy?” cried Jerry, trying to slow their underground flight by digging his feet into the ice. His boots slipped, shaving off chips of ice. 
 
    “Clear so far!” reported Tammy. 
 
    Jerry jerked up on a bump, his back landed heavily back on the ice. Despite the sharp pain, he called to Nikki, “A trampoline! You will bounce, tuck up!” 
 
    “Thanks, Jerry!” came a few seconds later. 
 
    They kept accelerating. The only reason why they were still unhurt was that the passage was smooth, licked clean by an underground stream. 
 
    Tammy reported cheerfully, “According to the red one’s report, there’s a hall a thousand feet from here, there you need to turn and go up. You must stop your slide there.” 
 
    “I wish I knew how to turn and go up,” hissed Jerry, traveling through the ice tube at a speed of a bombshell. 
 
    “Slow down so that I could catch up!” came Nikki’s voice through the rustling and whistling of the crazy underground slalom. Jerry tried, and a few seconds later felt a light impact of the heavy boots on his shoulders. He grabbed the boots with his gloved hands and placed Nikki on his neck, holding on to her legs. He had once carried her around the beach this way… He wished he could be back to the sunny shore of the lunar lake, rather than in the icy Martian cave. 
 
    At the same moment they were thrust into a huge cave. The ice shaft turned into a wide trough, and they kept going at the same enormous speed. There was nothing to catch upon; in vain were their feet looking for any abrasions on the smooth ice, while their flashlight illuminated a view ahead that made both their hearts stop: the center of their ice passage turned into a deep black crevice. It was about five feet wide, yet some seventy feet long, and the ice trough was carrying them right there. 
 
    “It’s deep! With sharp stones!” cried Nikki. “We’ll get killed!” 
 
    She twisted her body to the left and cried to Jerry, “Legs to the right! Brake!” 
 
    Jerry made a desperate attempt to break down, but it seemed hopeless – the crevice was right by, while their speed was breathtaking. As for Nikki, she did not even try to stop, on the contrary, she re-grouped her body to optimize the gliding. 
 
    A stone under his boot almost twisted Jerry’s leg, yet slowed him down. The long nine-foot two-spacesuits clutch began to turn. Jerry got Nikki’s idea and started to break down even more vigorously. The next stone hit his ankle so cruelly that he wailed. Still, the impact helped them to turn, and now they were gliding down straight across the trough. 
 
    Then they got to the crevice. 
 
    “Hold on!” cried Nikki. 
 
    The narrow gorge was right in the middle of their clutching spacesuits. Jerry’s head and back were hanging over the abyss, while his legs glided along the edge of the rift. Nikki’s shoulders went down the other side, while her legs were hanging over the crevice, held up by Jerry and, at the same time, preventing him from falling down. 
 
    On his own, each would go down. Yet their embrace kept them on the edge of the abyss that rushed behind them, frozen and freezing.  
 
    Finally the gorge became narrower, then closed completely. There was no time to celebrate, at the very last moment they hit a sloping wall of ice and were thrown apart like two puppies. 
 
    Both slammed into the hard surface of ice with layers of red sand frozen into it. 
 
    At such speed, solid ice would probably crush them to death, but they were lucky – there was a huge snowdrift at the bottom of the wall.  
 
    They hit it like two cannonballs, going some twenty feet in, almost all the way to the wall that would have broken their necks. 
 
    “Nikki, are you there?” Jerry asked nervously once he recovered from the fall; all he could see through his visor was the dirty pink rime and crushed ice. 
 
    “I am!” she answered with a nervous laugh. “That was quite a ride!” 
 
    Jerry kicked around, trying to push through the powdered snow back to the surface. 
 
    Nikki said, “You are moving in the wrong direction.” 
 
    Jerry changed direction, and a few minutes later they were standing in the middle of the room, scrutinizing each other and laughing hysterically, even though their situation was far from enviable.  
 
    “Miss Greenwich! Mr. Walker!” Professor Njavah was crying in a faraway teary voice, strolling through the cave. “Where are you? Nikki! Jerry! Get back to me, please!” 
 
    It was over half past for. What were they to do? 
 
    All of a sudden, Tammy came up with great news, “The red one has found an exit! Two thousand feet from here.” 
 
    They both rushed into the passage she indicated. Nikki switched on her mike and shouted, “Jerry and I are coming back, Professor Njavah, don’t worry!” 
 
    “Where are you? What are you doing?” came the voice of the First Mate. 
 
    “We are trying to make it back in time for the takeoff! No time to talk!” said Nikki and switched off the mike. 
 
    “We will now be the most unpopular people on board!” Jerry said, panting and listening to the First Mate’s vain curses and the Professor’s calls. 
 
    They went as fast as they could up the steep slope, oblivious to bumps and bruises. The yellow rat was running ahead confidently, showing the best route, while the red cyber had reported that the distance between the point where they reach the surface and the waiting ship was over a mile! 
 
    “Gods of Mars!” Nikki said disconcertedly, dying from the pain in her side. The metal-and-blood taste in her mouth was nauseating. Jerry was not in the best shape either – he had bruised both legs and his limp was becoming more and more conspicuous. 
 
    The passage was getting narrower, and brought them to a dead end. 
 
    “One hundred Martian devils!” 
 
    Tammy said, “The red one got outside through a narrow rift; you will need to clear the passage.” 
 
    Jerry crawled into the narrow space, strained his muscles and moved aside a thick layer of iced snow. Light poured into the opening. They were back to the surface. 
 
    It was five minutes past three. 
 
    No one, even a world champion, can run a mile in one minute in a spacesuit, to say nothing of two exhausted teenagers. 
 
    It was dusk. The sun rolled into the haze by the horizon, large flakes of carbon acid snow were drifting around. A snowstorm was coming. 
 
    The Captain joined the choir of the indignant voices. 
 
    “Where are you, goddamit? I am coming into the cave myself, to drag you out by the collars!” 
 
    “Captain, we are not in the cave!” gasped Nikki, catching the air with her swollen mouth. 
 
    “Don’t you lie to me, lady! You’ve never left it, for my First Mate and your Professor are at the entrance!” 
 
    “I am not lying! Call them back on board and get ready for the takeoff! We are coming as fast as we can!” 
 
    Her voice, gasping and exhausted, was the best proof. 
 
    “I don’t understand it!” The First Mate said indignantly. “I have personally checked the whole cave!” 
 
    “Captain, can you send a boat to pick us up?” 
 
    “The boats are tied in the airlocks, it will take time to get them out. We are running late! Where are you? Stop these stupid pranks!” 
 
    Jerry did not join in the conversation; instead he snatched a ball of wire out of his pocket and was working on it feverishly, straightening and bending. In a minute, he was holding a funny little sleigh. Nikki was trying to regain her breath and to reason with the furious captain. 
 
    Jerry attached the soft wire to the contacts of his spacesuit, and it went solid in a flash. He grabbed the yellow rat and placed it at the back end of the improvised runner. Then he hitched the red cyber to the other runner. 
 
    Then he put his hand around Nikki’s waist and placed her carefully on the sparse wire grid. 
 
    “Get going, rats!” he exclaimed and broke into a run, pushing the sleigh and helping the cybers to gather speed. Then he also jumped on board. The sleigh rocked precariously, but Nikki restored the balance with an adroit move. 
 
    Standing on the wire platform, they rushed towards the ship! 
 
    It was ten minutes past three. 
 
    The carbon acid flakes were drifting slowly around, getting bigger, sticking to the glass of their helmets. 
 
    The rats were working hard; their oscillating surface turned into a hazy cloud. The ice screeched and cracked under the thin runners. Soon enough the sleigh was traveling at top speed, and Nikki shouted into the mic, “Captain, we will be at the lock in three and a half minutes! Get ready for the takeoff!” 
 
    She said it with such resolution and weight that it was hard to tell which one was the captain. 
 
    A group consisting of the Captain, the doctor, Professor Njavah and two jollies-on-duty was standing by the ship. They were staring in the direction of the caves. Students were peering out of all the windows – everyone was involved in looking for the two missing ones! 
 
    Nikki said, “Captain, we are arriving from the opposite side!” 
 
    They all turned and saw in bewilderment the two figures, in tight embrace, floating towards the ship half a foot above the ground! 
 
    The sleigh made of thin wire was almost invisible against the light ice, it seemed that Nikki and Jerry were miraculously suspended in the air. 
 
    The students began to wave frantically, opening wide their soundless mouths. Nikki and Jerry’s comeback was quite a sensation! 
 
    Fourteen minutes past three! 
 
    The Captain cast a look at the approaching sleigh and, without a word, headed back inside – no time for expletives, he had to get ready for the takeoff. The welcoming group dispersed quite fast, leaving behind Njavah, sobbing, and the jolly-on-duty who had to close the airlock after the last passengers. 
 
    Nikki jumped off the sleigh and began to soothe the shaken Professor. 
 
    They climbed into the airlock; as they went, Jerry re-softened the wire, and while the airlock slab was moving slowly downwards, he rolled it back into a ball and placed into the pocket of his spacesuit, together with the two remaining ratties who were squeaking loudly, demanding an urgent recharge. 
 
    The iron slab touched the floor, cutting off the dark gloomy emptiness filled with flakes of snow; then Tammy said, “The blue cyber is outside, three hundred feet away. It will be here in a few seconds.” 
 
    Jerry shrugged wearily, “Forget about it!”, but Nikki, by now, was so fond of the ratties that she shouted, “Captain, there’s a valuable experimental robot left outside! I beg you, open the lock for a second!” 
 
    A blast of expletives came from the loudspeakers, very unfit for the teenage ears. 
 
    The jolly asked, hesitating,  “What am I to do, Captain?” 
 
    “Leave the lock closed!” came the Captain’s screechy voice. “Send all the passengers to their cabins!” 
 
    But Nikki seemed to have a strong reason not to leave the hard-working gadget die overboard, in the cruel cold of the approaching Martian night. 
 
    “Captain, it’s 3.16! I am positive that such an experienced commander left a few minutes’ allowance! I beg you, Captain! By Prometheus’ liver, it is a very valuable robot, it might be more valuable than your blooming ship, goddamit!”  
 
    Nikki’s expletives felt even more persuasive than the Captain’s! The latter was so taken aback that he said in a less sprightly voice, “Open the lock, Johann! I don’t want her to sue us for her precious robot!” 
 
    The lock opened a crack, and the pencil with a blue, frozen-looking tip slipped inside. 
 
    When the jolly saw it was just a mini robot, he also lost it. 
 
    “I’ll be darned! Babies, my foot! Playing games while we have work to do!” 
 
    Nikki clutched the robot and rushed to her cabin. Jerry was limping behind. As they shed off their spacesuits and began strapping in, the one-minute countdown began. 
 
    The ship took off precisely at 3.20; Nikki was positive that it was the intended time! 
 
    Yet the Captain kept growling into all the loudspeakers, “That’s my last kiddy flight ever! I would rather carry oranges or ore!” 
 
    Nikki patted the all-but-lost ratty, as if it was a kitten, and asked Robbie, “How did it find it?” 
 
    “I guess it fell into a crevice, but managed to return into the radio contact zone, got the positioning of the exit from the other cyber and followed us.” 
 
    The girl, crushed by the acceleration, placed the blue ratty on her cabin table. 
 
    “Take a break, we will have a chat later.” 
 
      
 
    After the successful rendezvous docking with the ambulance shuttle from Phobos, the spacecraft took a group of new travelers on board and set its course to the Moon. 
 
    Nikki showed up at dinner composed, even smiling. 
 
    “I am waiting for an explanation!” The Captain’s voice was colder than a polar glacier and fiercer than a Martian storm. 
 
    The mess room froze, heads hidden in the sand. The sand was frosty, scratching their crowns. 
 
    “Captain Chase,” said Nikki, “I’m hungrier than a thousand devils. Let’s have something to eat, and I will explain it all over desert. And if, after that, you will still be angry, I will spend all the flight back at the galley or cleaning the latrines. I am very good at that, believe me!” 
 
    And Nikki tucked into her meal, leaving the Captain in bewilderment. This space Mowgli was completely unpredictable! 
 
    Unnerved silence was splashing in the mess room throughout dinner, broken only by the hushed screams and shrieks coming from the corner table, occupied by Nikki’s old adversary Marquis Gaylord and his friends. They were in a bit of a panic: the food on the Marquis’s plate lived a life of its own! Potatoes exploded with a bang, casting hot shreds around, steaks emitted hot vapor, their core being burnt and malodorous, green peas pierced everyone around them like shrapnel. What was unusual, the Marquis didn’t utter a word of complaint. 
 
    Even when, all of a sudden, the light metal chair under him went scorching hot! 
 
    Shrieking with pain, the Marquis clutched his burn, but even then, unlike normally, he did not throw a tantrum or threaten anyone; neither did he offer any explanation to his friends. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Jerry whispered to Tammy, watching the Marquis dance at his  table.  
 
    Tammy explained, “He is being punished for his dirty prank. The batteries of the ultrasonic knife in his spacesuit have been fully discharged. It did not take Nikki and Robbie long to discover it.” 
 
    Leaning contently on the back of her easy chair, Nikki poured herself the third cup of coffee and waved invitingly to Jerry. He approached her, perplexed; a second later a robot brought him a chair. 
 
    “Take a seat, Jerry; on Captain’s behalf I invite you to his table,” said Nikki. “You deserve it today!” 
 
    The Captain had somewhat relaxed over the bountiful meal, but now he went terse again. A passenger was not supposed to act in his name! 
 
    Without a delay, Nikki grabbed the Martian bull by its sharp horns. 
 
    “While in the cave, Jerry and I went into one room that was not on the route, to take a look at the beautiful stalactites; a person decided to play a prank and sent a snow avalanche down on us.” 
 
    “What?” asked the Captain fiercely, casting a scorching look at Professor Njavah. “What sort of students do you have, Professor?” 
 
    “We could summon help, but you won’t be able to dig us up in time. That’s why we began looking for an alternative way out with the help of experimental cybers…” Nikki placed the blue-nosed ratty on the table. “Thanks to these beauties and their designer Jerry we made it back in time for the takeoff, even though barely!” 
 
    “It was Nikki who came up with this propulsion idea,” muttered Jerry. 
 
    “Professor,” said the Captain, turning his full body to Njavah, “I demand an immediate investigation and proper punishment for the culprits: two of your charges deviate from the route, others send an avalanche on them. Pluto knows what your students are up to!” 
 
    The mess room was silent, pointedly having nothing to do with the whole thing. 
 
    “Shush!” Nikki said unceremoniously. “Forget about it. The most interesting thing is yet to come. This ratty…” She pointed to the blue mini surfer – bored by sitting still, it was now gliding between the plates and the cups, investigating the most interesting items, “fell into a crevice, half a mile into the glacier; behold what it has found!” 
 
    With a deliberate lack of haste, Nikki rummaged in the pocket of her overalls. All the necks in the mess room craned, extending by one foot, then by three; in a few seconds the Captain’s table was surrounded by a dense crowd. 
 
    “Switch off the lights!” Nikki commanded. Who is the Captain here, after all? Yet, the lights went off. 
 
    The girl retrieved a glass cylinder, a little smaller than a thimble, out of her pocket  and placed it on the table. 
 
    And everyone present uttered in unison something along these lines, “WellIneverthisisquitesomething!” 
 
    The transparent capsule radiated bright green light. The light was not even, it shimmered, twirled into tiny spirals, emitted white and green flashes. 
 
    “What is it?” asked the stunned Captain. 
 
    “The surface of the capsule has been sterilized by the robot; I have not opened it, for it might be unsafe both for us and for its content,” said Nikki. ‘Thus I cannot be absolutely sure, but according to my sensors, these are luminescent microorganisms. The cyber fell into a subglacial lake which is heated by the underground heat sources. There are similar water basins underneath Antarctica…” 
 
    Indeed, Professor Tour succeeded in teaching geography to this Mowgli! 
 
    “Ancient life might well be preserved in the warm water under the ice. The cyber fell into such a lake, collected a sample of water and managed to get back.” 
 
    There came a hum and a thrum.  
 
    “Life on Mars? Live microorganisms?” the ship doctor exclaimed. “But it’s a sensation! We will stay in the spotlight till the end of our lives, together with our ship, by the orbit of Charon!” 
 
    “Hmm,” the Captain mumbled in surprise, watching the live green light pulse and bounce on his table. “Does that mean that I run not a coaster, but a research vessel? A children’s research vessel? Hmm…” 
 
    When the lights came back on, the Captain discovered that his table was surrounded not only by all the passengers – with the exception of a couple of babies sleeping in their rooms, but by the whole crew. All the mouths were gaping. 
 
    The Captain aimed his stern gaze at Johann, the jolly-on-duty, and said reproachfully, “And you all but left such a valuable robot overboard!” 
 
    Johann blinked, thought better of it and decided not to argue with his boss, while the Captain stroke his well-groomed moustache – and, without a second thought, dispatched a postage missile. 
 
    He hadn’t talked about galleys and latrine again. 
 
    The tiny craft flashed its rear spout and headed back, carrying the precious parcel addressed to “MarsoInstitute, Tobea and Nat Mikish.” 
 
    “Mercury’s callous foot!” Nikki said with genuine concern, “I’ve forgotten to put a sedative there! What if both Mikishes get overexcited with such a gift? They have always dreamt of discovering life on Mars… not human, though.” 
 
    “They will survive!” Jerry said confidently. “It is amazing how seldom happiness kills.” 
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